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INTRODUCTION

The Anxiety Coin

What does anxiety look like to you?

Have you ever paced the living room at 2 am, worried about something you said over and over again while simultaneously yelling at yourself to go to sleep? Have you ever gotten up to speak in front of strangers only to find yourself in some parallel universe where the words formed in slow motion? Have you ever spent all day worrying about the past or the future, and then later, about how much of the day you wasted worrying about the past/future? Have you ever walked into a room and suddenly believed everyone was staring at you because you had lettuce in your teeth even though you knew you hadn’t eaten a salad?

Anxiety can feel like all these things, and many other not-so-fun renditions of them. I know because I’m a therapist who specializes in helping other people navigate anxiety, and I’ve also experienced anxiety myself.

As a former ballet dancer, I’ve had the “How do I keep smiling at the audience when I’m terrified I might slip and fall?” type of anxiety. As a professional writer, I’ve had the “How will I pay the bills while pursuing this as a career?” flavor of anxiety. As a university professor, I’ve had the “How do I turn the projector on—it seemed so easy when no one was watching?” brand of anxiety. As a mom of two, I’ve had the “Here is my helpless newborn baby and I am the only human alive who can protect it!” anxiety, and later, the “Why couldn’t I stop my toddler from running straight into the coffee table?” kind of anxiety.

Becoming a parent made me realize I had to find better ways to stay calm and relaxed, in order to provide fun and happy experiences for my wonderful, deserving children.

I decided to learn more about the subject, to avidly read books about anxiety, and to learn more about how an anxious brain works. After reading Feeling Good by David D. Burns (1981), I started to realize:

* I might be able to control the thoughts I’m thinking and, therefore, what I feel as a result.

* In order to do this, I have to change the thoughts I am thinking.

* I need tools to help me change the thoughts I am thinking.

Around this time, I had just become a licensed clinical psychotherapist, and this newfound focus eventually led me to specialize in helping people manage many different types of anxiety. After discovering positive psychology, which emphasizes cultivating happiness and well-being, and learning more about mindfulness, which focuses on connecting with the present moment, I became inspired to create new tools that might help people navigate their own daily anxiety and stress in more positive ways. An added bonus was: the more that the tools helped other people, the more I remembered to use them in my own life, too!

After working with many clients who were feeling anxious, a few things became clear to me:

* Anxious people also tend to be insightful, energetic, and creative.

* Despite what they might tell you, anxious people actually accomplish a lot.

* Anxious people also tend to have a great sense of humor!

And this led to a few important discoveries: When you’re feeling anxiety, you can’t also be having fun. When you’re feeling fun, you typically aren’t feeling anxious. It’s like two sides of a coin. You can only mentally view one side of the coin at a time.

So, if I could convince these highly insightful people who were feeling anxious to channel all that energy into a creative exercise, or get them to tap into their imagination in a healthy way, or get them to laugh about some aspect of the situation, it would automatically flip the anxiety coin over. In other words:

Feeling of fun = Opposite of anxiety

When I was feeling anxious, what I craved most of all was a simple list of tools I could use to engage different parts of my brain. If these tools happened to be creative, they might feel less like “work” and more like “fun.” Because once you move toward fun, you have moved away from anxiety. You can only see one side of the coin at a time. It is my greatest hope that these tools will help you flip the coin over.
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CHAPTER 1

When You’re Feeling 
Stressed Out

THE POSITIVE SELF-TALK CHARGER

[image: image]

In order to start using the tools in this book, you’re going to need a charger to plug them into that will provide a surge of energy: The Positive Self-Talk Charger. Most of us have a negative narration that runs in our heads all day long, making unwelcome proclamations like: “You really screwed that up!” or “That was a complete disaster!” Or, there might be negative self-talk about how people see you: “He hates me because I said that!” or “My boss thinks I’m useless!” Negative self-talk is different for everyone (see: The Nametag and The Story Pen). Many people are completely unaware of how often the negative self-talk is playing all day long inside their minds. And yet, the amount of negative self-talk you are saying to yourself directly correlates to the amount of negative emotions you are experiencing each day. To simplify it down:

Negative self-talk = Negative emotions

Our brains are naturally wired toward a negativity bias, which means we are more inclined to focus on negative stimuli than positive input. This is part of the way we evolved as humans—to gather information and clues from negative experiences or threats, and to learn from them. Unfortunately, this frequent gathering and rating of negative stimuli can influence our own thoughts about ourselves, and in order to change it, we have to counter it with repeated and frequent positive self-talk throughout the day. This is how we can start to change our emotional state and our own self-perception, too. Here is simple way to remember this tool:

Frequent positive self-talk = Positive emotions


Neuroscience nugget: Changing negative thoughts into positive ones isn’t easy! As Andrew Newberg and Mark Waldman, authors of “Why this word is so dangerous to say or hear”, explain:> “When doctors and therapists teach patients to turn negative thoughts and worries into positive affirmations, the communication process improves and the patient regains self-control and confidence. But there’s a problem: the brain barely responds to our positive words and thoughts.” The solution to this negativity bias? “We must repetitiously and consciously generate as many positive thoughts as we can” (Newberg and Waldman, 2012).



To begin, start listening to your internal thoughts more regularly. Become an observer of the negative narration as it appears. You don’t have to change it; at first, you just have to notice it. By the time you’ve brushed your teeth, your negative narrator may have already filled you in on all your deficiencies, outlined all the unwanted stressors awaiting you, and predicted dozens of future catastrophes. What a way to start the morning!

Personally, I always knew that this negative narration was causing unnecessary stress and anxiety inside of me. However, when I tried to counter the narration with positive affirmations, it didn’t always click. Going from saying: “I’m a mess!” to “I’m amazing!” didn’t change my feeling state because I didn’t know how to believe it. My brain was stopping me from making the jump, which felt uncomfortable.

Then, I discovered a few workarounds that helped me bypass the mental resistance and allowed me to get on a positive self-talk path. Here are the three steps that worked for me:

* Step one: When it comes to positive self-talk, it’s all about percentages. You don’t need to think positive thoughts about yourself all the time. You just have to think positive thoughts about yourself slightly more than you think negative thoughts about yourself.

When experiencing anxiety or low self-esteem, there is a tendency to think in extremes. You might think you’re doing a “bad job” of thinking positive thoughts about yourself when you hear negative thoughts randomly chime in. Go easier on yourself. Be gentle with yourself while you’re figuring it out. Nobody can think positive thoughts all of the time! You just want to tip the scale a little bit more to the positive side than the negative side. When you learn to talk to yourself with more kindness, it can affect so many other parts of your life in a positive way. So…how do you tip the scale?

* Step two: Lean into new thinking patterns with gentle micro-thoughts, which are tiny little steps in the positive self-talk direction. Develop enough positive micro-thoughts to walk yourself over from negative narration to positive narration. Slowly ramp the thoughts up with more positivity as you go. Start off with easier, less resistant ones that click for you and repeat them frequently, and you will find your own pace forward.

Here are some sample micro-thoughts you might want to try:

“I’m figuring things out one step at a time.”

Why does this work? Because the negative narrator can’t find a way to argue with you on this one. After all, aren’t we all just figuring stuff out? Adding “one step at a time” tells you it’s okay to go at your own pace.

“Every small step leads me to a new outcome.”

The word “small” helps because it reminds you that not everything has to happen in big scary leaps, and it rewards you for every small change you’re deciding to make. When you decide to change something, however small, it will naturally lead you to a different outcome. If you change small things consistently at a pace you can sustain, you can really start to shift things in a positive direction. Here are a few more to try on for size:

* “I am learning new ways to adapt and grow.”

* “I’m figuring out how to navigate new situations.”

* “I’m getting good at handling new problems and situations.”

* “Today, I can find ways to get back in balance.”

* “I’m learning how to breathe into the present moment.”

* “I’m learning new ways to speak to myself with kindness.”

* “I’m handling things one problem at a time.”

* “I’m figuring out how to celebrate my small successes each day.”

The phrases: “I’m figuring out…” and “I’m learning how to…” can help get you started because they don’t cause much negative resistance in most people. Play around with the wording until you find a few customized sentences that give you a little boost. You’ll know you’ve figured out the best wording for your own individual brain, because the phrase will feel easy for you to repeat frequently.

To get you started, at the end of each chapter in this book I’ve included a few positive self-talk chargers that work for many people. Try them out and see how they work for you!

Ideally, when you plug in the positive micro-thought that works for you and repeat it as much as possible, you’ll start to feel a surge of energy moving you forward. It might not happen right away, just give it a little time. It’s also about how much you remember to do it each day.

* Step three: Give yourself encouragement as you change and adapt to new ways of doing things. Changing your thought patterns takes time.

When people decide to run marathons, they typically train their bodies consistently for up to a year before they actually run the marathon. Your brain is similar; it needs time to change. Therefore, wouldn’t it take a certain length of time to get your brain to run differently?

Sometimes, I ask my clients this question, as it often helps them relax a little more into the journey. There’s often an urgency for immediate results. They want to know how they can make their anxiety go away instantly. While many of the tools provided in this book may help you calm down in the moment, creating lasting change in your thinking patterns may take some time and practice. And while your brain practices these new patterns of thought, it will need lots of encouragement along the way. If all you can remember to tell yourself is: “I’m figuring things out one step at a time,”> go for it! Say it and say it often!

Be Your Own Pet

Imagine talking to yourself as you would to a beloved pet. If your cute puppy picked up a toy, you would say: “Good job! You picked up a toy! Well done!” You wouldn’t say: “You always mess up the toys!” or “Why did you pick up that toy?!” You’d praise it for every little thing it did all day long…even if it was just napping on the rug, you’d coo at it: “Look at you napping on that rug, you wonderful creature!” Generally speaking, you would be praising the puppy more of the time than scolding the puppy for chewing up your favorite pillow. So, why would we talk to ourselves in a worse way than we would our own pet?

You are just as worthy of your own praise as your puppy is. Start by being kinder and gentler to yourself on a daily basis. Think…percentages!




Worksheet: Write it out!

What are some positive micro-thoughts that work for you? Finish the sentences below. Feel out the wording until you can say them to yourself easily:

I’m figuring out…

 

 

 

I’m learning how to…

 

 

 

I’m getting good at…

 

 

 

Today, I can practice…

 

 

 

Every week, I am learning…

 

 

 

Now, write out the top three that work the best for you! Repeat them as often as you can:

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

3. 
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THE RACK FOCUS
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While studying film at NYU, I learned a camera trick called “rack focus.” It’s the moment you’re focusing on something in front, like a man’s face, and the camera switches focus so that the man is now blurry and his background surroundings are suddenly clear…or vice versa: you’re focused on a building and then rack focus, there’s a guy standing right up in your face. It’s the rapid switch of focus that jars the viewer into a sudden new perspective.

Zooming in is when you get so close to a problem that it’s all you can see. Think of a freckle on your arm. If you zoom closer and closer in on it, all you can see is the freckle. The freckle becomes this gigantic weird blob that takes up your entire mind. You can’t see anything but the freckle, even the arm it’s attached to. Sometimes, this is what anxiety feels like.

If you rack focus away, or zoom out rapidly, you suddenly see the freckle is just a tiny dot on an arm. Then, pull back quickly, and the arm is attached to a human. Pull back again, the human is in a sea of other humans in a city, the city is in a country, the country is on a planet, etc. Suddenly, the freckle doesn’t seem like a big deal anymore!

Charlie Chaplin, legendary film star, once said: “Life is a tragedy in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot” (Kramer, 1972).> This is true of the way we think, too. When we zoom in on a problem, the problem feels like a tragedy. When we zoom way out—and I mean, way, way, waaaaay out—things start to seem lighter, more absurd, if not…funny.

Sometimes, when we feel anxiety, we’re zoomed in so close we can’t see anything else. It feels very serious. It feels heavy. It feels all consuming. What we need is to rack focus out of the problem to get some perspective on things. And, if we zoom out far enough, we might find a way to laugh about the situation. And when we can laugh about things, our brains release a neurotransmitter called serotonin, which can make us feel better.

To warm up and activate the release of serotonin, here’s an easy tool: The Rack Focus. Think of a typical problem you are experiencing. Start off with a simple problem just for practice. How far back can you pull back in your perspective to tease yourself out of your negative mood? How many steps back can you pull back as an observer until the problem feels more manageable and lighter to you?



Worksheet: Write it out!

Problem I have been worried about:

 

 

 

Zoom in (thoughts I think when zoomed way in):

 

 

 

Zoom out (thoughts I think when I start to zoom out):

 

 

 

Zoom way out (go as far back as possible and get as absurd as possible):

 

 

 

How do you feel about the problem now?
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THE STRESS RULER
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When you ask someone how stressed out they are, they will typically answer with something vague like: “Very!” or “I don’t know. I’m just freaking out!”

This is why it’s helpful to quantify how stressed out you are, right now in the present moment, using The Stress Ruler. Most people have never quantified their own stress on a scale before and so it’s hard for them to picture this at first. However, if we begin to analyze our feelings more specifically, we can gain some perspective and clarity by becoming the observer of our own emotional states.

Imagine a ruler, the horizontal yellow kind you used in school. On one side is 1, and the numbers go all the way up to 10; 1 would be the calm-mellow-relaxed-carefree feeling and 10 would be the I’m-freaking-out-and-losing-it type of stress.

To find out where your default number is, ask yourself: “Where are you normally as you go about your day?” You are most likely not at a 10 all the time, even if you think you are. For one thing, you would never be able to sleep (ever) if you were always at a 10. And if you’re always at a 1, then you may have reached some sort of enlightenment (and if so, that is amazing)! But most people are seldom at 1 for very long periods of time.

Your default stress set point is something that only you know about yourself. Only you know what number it is on the ruler and what that feels like to you.

Somewhere on your ruler, there is a number called “the red zone.” When you cross over the red-zone number, it means you are crossing over into a higher level of stress, and once you go past it, it becomes more and more difficult to calm yourself down.



The Stress Ruler Exercise

Write out what each number on The Stress Ruler feels like in a sentence. Focus on what it feels like in your body and mind, and how it changes as you go up the notches on the ruler.

For example, a person’s list might be:

1. Mellow, calm, happy…

2. Calm but more energy, but feeling content…

3. Motivated to do things, still calm…feeling more energetic…

4. Feeling very energetic, however, a few random negative thoughts are creeping in…

5. Feeling okay, thoughts are a mix of positive/negative, but able to keep my balance…

6. Starting to feel a buzzing intensity of negative thoughts but still able to concentrate…

7. Now mostly feeling stressed out, negative thoughts outnumber the positive thoughts…

8. (Red zone) Complaining a lot, wanting someone to soothe negative thoughts that are now popping up more frequently and getting louder!

9. Stuck in a loop, can’t stop anxious thoughts, can’t get out of negative thought cycle!

10. Stressed out/freaking out!

If you wanted to simplify this particular list down, you could visualize something like this:

[image: images]  1________________5________8____10 [image: images]

An 8 on someone’s list might be completely different on another person’s list. In order to figure out what it looks like to you, take a few days to journal what each notch feels like in your body and brain, and what you tend to do or think when you are at each number.

To identify where the red zone is for you, think about how you feel when it becomes very hard to calm down or navigate your worries. The red-zone number is different for different people, depending on what makes them feel more uncomfortable in terms of managing their own anxiety or stress.
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So, what are some things you can do when you feel like you are approaching the red zone on your ruler?

When you start to approach your red zone:

* Take a few deliberate, long, deep breaths in and out.

* Repeat to yourself in your mind: “Breathing in…breathing out” while you breathe.

* Put your hands on your stomach to feel the breath go in and out.

* After a few minutes of consciously slowing down your breath and thoughts, you should feel yourself sliding back down a notch on The Stress Ruler.

* Try to bring yourself down on the ruler one tiny notch at a time until you are back in a comfortable zone.

Deep conscious breathing can bring you down a notch on the ruler. It’s that easy—you just have to breathe intentionally. As Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh explains:> “Breathing in, I calm body and mind. Breathing out, I smile” (Nhat Hanh, 2011, p.3).

Deep conscious breathing = Reduced stress level


Neuroscience nugget: Deep breathing can help us find our balance while experiencing intense emotional states. According to Laura Peterson, registered nurse and author of “Decrease stress by using your breath”: “The benefits of deep breathing extend beyond in-the-moment stress relief. Many studies have found that deep, yogic breathing helps balance the autonomic nervous system, which regulates involuntary bodily functions” (Peterson, 2017). Sounds easy enough, right? The trickiest part is remembering to do it!



If you can remember to slow down and take long deliberate breaths before you cross over into the red zone, calming down will go much faster. This requires learning what the notches on your ruler feel like to you and becoming more mindfully aware of how quickly you climb the numbers throughout the day.

To begin to use this tool, ask yourself: “What number are you at on The Stress Ruler right now?”



Worksheet: Write it out!

Fill in The Stress Ruler from 1–10 and circle your red-zone number. What do each of these numbers look and feel like to you? Start with 1, which is the calmest; 10 is the most stressed out.

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

What is your red-zone number?

 

What can you remind yourself to do to calm down when you get close to the red zone?
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THE TASK EXTRACTOR
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Have you ever heard anyone say: “My brain is completely fried right now!” or “My brain feels completely overloaded”? There’s actually a scientific reason for this. Your pre-frontal cortex––which processes information, strategically sorts information, and then makes decisions for you (like an efficient file clerk)––actually goes “dark” on MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) when it hits its limit of too much information. It’s as though the diligent file clerk that sits in the front office of our brains has a brief panic attack and blacks out, surrounded by stacks of unprocessed paperwork.


Neuroscience nugget: When our pre-frontal cortex becomes overwhelmed, we might not be able to make the best decisions. According to Michael Vaughan, author of “Know your limits, your brain can only take so much”, Temple University scientists used MRI to show suspended activity in the pre-frontal cortex when study participants became overloaded with information. This caused the participants to make “bad choices because the brain region responsible for smart decision making has essentially left the premises” (Vaughan, 2014).



After witnessing clients struggling with information overload caused by stressful schedules, I was struggling to think of a tool that might help them. Around this time, I bought something called a “juice extractor,” which I suspect is just a fancy new name for what used to be called a “juicer.” The juice extractor takes an impressive pound of celery and pulls out the fiber and pulpy parts, leaving only a surprisingly tiny amount of drinkable juice…and that tiny amount of juice is the only nutritious part you actually need for minerals and vitamins. This sparked an idea for a mental tool called The Task Extractor.

When a client is battling brain overload because of their upcoming schedule, I often suggest using The Task Extractor. This will get you right down to the bare minimum of tasks you need to do, extracting the stuff you want to/wish you could/think you should do. In this way, we can sidestep the pre-frontal cortex going “dark” on us, and keep it humming along happily while it processes only the necessary paperwork, without throwing it into a state of total shock.

For example, a busy artist I know had to prepare a gallery show in a week and was feeling overwhelmed about it. I asked her what the three main tasks were that she needed to get done in order to get the show together. She listed over a dozen things.

I asked her a follow-up question: “Which of those things do you actually need to do to have a gallery show by Friday?”

She listed ten things. Some of these things had nothing to do with the gallery show at all. They were just general daily life things or other items that were not specific to Friday.

I said: “Can you whittle it down to just three things that specifically have to do with the show on Friday?”

She sighed and said: “I don’t know! There’s too much I need to do! I don’t even know where to start!”

Feeling overwhelmed was making it difficult for her to prioritize tasks, which made it hard for her to begin tackling them. It was clear her mental file clerk was teetering on the brink of information overload shutdown. To make it simpler, I asked her to explain to me what a gallery show entailed and she proceeded to explain all of the details of that.

I said: “So…it’s about five to ten of your paintings hung on blank walls?”

She laughed and replied: “I guess so. That’s right. If you’re going to simplify it!” That was my intent––to simplify it. Way, way, way down. To an almost absurd level of simple.

Simplifying tasks down = Reduced overwhelm

I told her to write down this list:

1. Put five to ten paintings on the wall by Friday.

She quickly added:

2. Make sure five to ten paintings are in the correct frames by Thursday.

I said: “Is there anything else that has to happen for this particular show to work?”

She answered: “Well…I have to be there!”

So, we added:

3. Show up on Friday.

After reading her list back to me, she paused and then laughed. She exclaimed: “When I look at it like that, I don’t feel stressed anymore!”

The Bare Minimum

I told her she only had to do the bare minimum of just three things. Everything else was just a bonus. So, if she wanted to invite her co-workers, order flowers for the event, or buy a new outfit, those could go on the bottom of the list called: bonus items. She didn’t actually have to do any of the bonus items. She only needed to do the three necessary items.

So…what happened? She finished her three items and accomplished all of her bonus items easily by Friday. And because she thought she had to do just three things, she let herself feel a sense of accomplishment when those three items were completed.

The Task Extractor allows you to pause and connect with accomplishing the bare minimum tasks on your list. The more you can really revel in your completion of daily tasks, however small they are, the better you will feel about yourself overall. After you complete your three things, build in a positive self-talk charger boost. Here are some examples:

* “I finished what I needed to do today.”

* “I can feel relieved about achieving my goals.”

* “I can relax now that I am done with today.”

* “I am learning to celebrate my small successes as they happen.”

* “I’m getting good at finishing what I set out to accomplish.”

* “I am learning to feel proud of myself for getting these things done.”

How often do you add too many things to your just three things list? How many of those things are bonus items that are stressing you out? What if someone told you that all you have to do is the bare minimum to get through a particular activity or event? Wouldn’t this make it all feel so much more manageable to that overworked file clerk inside of your brain?


The Daily Task Extractor

You can use this task extractor tool for a specific event, or you can just use it for a single day when you have a lot to do. If you’re very busy in a demanding job or juggling multiple careers, it’s also good to use this tool daily to help avoid a feeling of accumulated stress.

Ask yourself: “What three tasks need to be done today?”

For example, on a particularly busy day, your list might be:

1. Order more printer ink online.

2. Turn in work report that is due today.

3. Answer emails about creative project from yesterday.

Because your work report might be labor intensive and require a lot of focus, you don’t need to add a dozen other things to your list that require intense focus on that particular day. You might want to include a smaller, less-intense task that needs to be completed (such as ordering printer ink online) on your list to balance it out a bit.

If you’re going through an emergency, like you’re stuck in a hospital, or there’s a family crisis you have to suddenly deal with, you can use The Task Extractor on a smaller chunk of time. Ask yourself: “What three tasks need to happen in the next hour?”

For instance, in an emergency hospital situation, your list might be:

1. Speak to doctor by 4 pm.

2. Figure out what needs to happen to get discharged.

3. Eat this fruit cup.

Don’t put anything else on the list! You certainly don’t need to notify everyone you have ever met right now. Tell the people who are close to you and wait to tell the rest. Take care of yourself and your health first. Believe me, you’ll know when you’re well enough to tackle the rest of it.

Take things one challenge at a time, one day at a time. Try not to overload yourself by anticipating too many future problems all at once.


Wonky Time Estimates

It was the last semester of graduate school and I had to turn in a massive final paper by Friday. I had about 15 pages left to write, but instead of starting, I had worked myself up into a state of heightened stress and avoidance. It was Monday, and instead of writing any pages, my overwhelmed brain had decided that it was time to clean the shower instead.

My roommate came home from her class and found me inside the shower scrubbing its walls with Ajax and a scrubby brush.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“The shower needed cleaning,” I said, agitated, “But I’m almost done…”

“Did you write any of your paper?” she asked.

“No—because I had so many other things I had to do first…”

“Like what?”

“Well, I realized I had to pack my suitcase because I’m leaving next week. But I couldn’t start packing because it would take too long…and then I just noticed some cleaning to do…”

Even as I said all this out loud, I realized it sounded truly bizarre. My overwhelmed-brain file clerk had apparently blacked out, and now, every task suddenly seemed to stretch on endlessly into the future.

“How long does it actually take to pack a suitcase?” she asked.

I stared at her for a second. Nobody had ever asked me this before.

“Maybe an hour?” I answered, timidly.

“And can’t you do that after Friday since your flight isn’t until next week?” she laughed.

At this point, I also had to laugh, because I was clearly being ridiculous. Of course I could pack it later. Of course I did not need to scrub a shower right at this very second. I just clearly did not want to write my paper!

Anxiety often convinces us we have to solve a dozen future problems instantly. And, then, it becomes very easy to get distracted by trying to solve a dozen future problems in our imagination while actually accomplishing very little in reality.

Later, I sat down and decided to write out how long it would take to finish the dreaded paper. I realized that if I just spent three hours writing it a day, I would be able to complete the pages by Friday. When I wrote down “three hours per day” on a piece of paper, my anxiety started to subside, because I realized what a small chunk of time that actually was. And then, I was able to get started without the panic, and I managed to complete the paper ahead of schedule.

Writing down facts = Decreased anxiety

Is your overwhelmed brain also wonky at guessing how long something will take to do? Write down your time estimates next to each task you have to complete on a piece of paper. See if this reduces your stress and makes your day feel more manageable.


The Multi-Tasking Tornado

Sometimes, when we’re stressed out, we overestimate our ability to accomplish a multitude of tasks in a single day, and we lose track of how exhausted we are feeling. I call this the “Multi-Tasking Tornado” and it tends to sweep up anyone who is chronically busy. It also carries off parents on a regular basis, typically to places like the mall or the grocery store.

For example, on a day when you are managing your three kids’ hectic schedule, your list might be whittled down to:

1. Take kids to martial arts class.

2. Go to craft store and buy supplies for school project that is due tomorrow.

3. Nighttime ritual: Dinner, make lunches, put kids to sleep.

Parents can get swept away by a Multi-Tasking Tornado when they try to check too many errands off all in a row. (For example: On the way home from my kid’s class, I might as well swing by the store for paper towels as we will probably run out of those in a few days.)

This is an example of how the stressed-out brain overestimates our general capacity to get things done in a short amount of time. It’s the idea of: “If I can just push through this, I can get it all done!”> that often has a negative impact on our bodies and emotions by the end of the day.

Forget the Multi-Tasking Tornado for nights that are already difficult. You will survive without paper towels for one night. And, I don’t know about you, but every time I go into a store like Target in an exhausted mental state, I wind up leaving with things like a fake cactus or a throw pillow, instead of the paper towels I went there to buy.

When we allow ourselves to get sucked into a Multi-Tasking Tornado with our kids in tow, everyone is now trudging through unnecessary errands after they’ve already used up all their energy at school, extracurricular classes, or work. Then, by the time everyone gets home, there’s emotional and physical exhaustion happening, which makes the school project much more challenging to complete. In other words:

Multi-Tasking Tornado = Potential fatigue

Isn’t building that first-grade leprechaun trap with felt and glitter hard enough for one night? Slow things down deliberately. Tell yourself: “I’m doing enough for one day. I don’t need to do any more.” Take it one segment at a time. Within that time segment, take it one thing at a time. And dodge every tornado that wants to whisk you away!




Worksheet: Write it out!

Daily Task Extractor: For today, write down the three bare minimum tasks you must accomplish in order to get through today. Remember the golden rule: Keep it simple!

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

3. 
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Worksheet: Write it out!

Weekly Task Extractor: For the week, write down the three bare minimum tasks you must accomplish in order to get through just this week.

1. 

 

 

2. 

 

 

3. 

 

 

Bonus items:
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THE LEVEL
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Recently, I tried to hang a large, unwieldy horizontal poster on my office wall. I propped the poster up on the nail, and after eyeballing it, declared it completely level. After stepping back a few feet, I realized the poster’s right corner was sticking up three inches higher than the left. A co-worker walked by and tried to help me. I adjusted the poster and he kept saying: “The right side’s still too high!” and then finally, after I dropped the right side way down: “There! That’s level!” I stepped back. After a silent pause, we both agreed it was three inches too high on the left side now.

Our perceptions often deceive us like this. We think something’s even in our gut, when in reality, it’s a little off-kilter.


Neuroscience nugget: We can’t always trust our own perceptions of things. As writer Christoph Koch states in “Looks can deceive: Why perception and reality don’t always match up”: “We are incapable of being fully objective, even in our most mundane observations and impressions. Our awareness of the objects around us is informed and fine-tuned by any number of transient factors—our strength and energy levels, our sense of confidence, our fears and desires. Being human means seeing the world through your own, constantly shifting, lens” (Koch, 2010).



A few days later, I brought a level to work and I fixed the poster situation. The water inside the main bubble of the level appears straight between two red lines when you are holding it in a balanced way. This tool requires that you don’t tip it too far either way to form a horizontal line. Using the level inspired an idea: What if we had a mental level that would help us achieve balance on subject matters that are making us feel off-kilter?

Imagine a mental level. On one end of it is a category I like to call “Loosey-goosey.” I know this is an absurd word, but silly words tend to work better when you are dealing with an overly serious subject like anxiety. After all, anxiety has already put you in a “life or death” frame of mind. The best thing you can do is to start to introduce absurd-sounding words that might jar you out of this framework…to lighten things up a bit.

On the other end of the level is a category called “Uptight.” You can decide which word feels the best to you or pick another that sums up this idea. I would try to avoid words that evoke a strong negative reaction in you. Here are some examples you might use: “Too relaxed/Too rigid,” “Flexible/Inflexible,” “Too messy/Too fussy,” or whatever wording appeals to you and doesn’t trigger any mental resistance.

In the classic comedy movie, The Odd Couple, Felix Unger is uptight and rigid, and Oscar Madison is a loosey-goosey slob. Felix cleans constantly and can’t relax. Oscar lives in filth and can’t handle order. Forced to live together, they inevitably clash, culminating in a hysterical fight over pasta during which noodles are flung all over the kitchen wall.

Unlike these comic movie characters, we are very complicated in real life. You can’t sum us up by labeling our entire personalities as “fussy” or “loosey-goosey.” When it comes to our thinking, we are not messy all the time and we are not fussy all the time. It’s important to realize this and to avoid slapping labels upon your entire wonderful, complex self. Perhaps you like being relaxed about what you wear because you enjoy being a free spirit? Then, don’t change it! Maybe you like to be a little rigid about how you load the dishwasher because you have figured out how to stack plates Tetris-style? Then, no need to adjust it if it’s working for you.

There are likely to be some areas in life for which you have patterns of thinking that are working well for you and some areas that you might feel like you need help adjusting. We are so complicated that even within certain areas or aspects of our lives, we can flip-flop from one side of the level to the other. Perhaps you are really organized at studying for exams but extremely unorganized when it comes to meeting deadlines. Perhaps you are loosey-goosey about being late to the movies but inflexible when your assistant shows up to work a few minutes late.

Ask yourself: “What areas or aspects of life do I feel like I could use an adjustment on?”

Example: I have trouble relaxing because I feel like I have to answer work emails all the time.

And then ask yourself: “What’s the middle of my level? What feels reasonable without being too far one way or the other?”

Example: I get too uptight about answering work emails.

Middle: Try to identify if it is an emergency. If not, I don’t need to answer emails instantly.

Why am I getting stuck here? I really don’t like it when other people don’t answer my emails. But, then again, as long as they answer me in a reasonable time frame, that’s okay. They don’t have to be instant about it. Neither do I.

Example: I am becoming too loosey-goosey with the kids’ bedtimes. They go to bed too late and it feels out of control. Some mornings, I can barely get them up for school on time.

Middle: On school nights, I can try to enforce an early bedtime more strictly; however, on weekends, I won’t worry about it as much.

Why am I getting stuck here? Because my dad was too strict and grumpy about bedtimes and I didn’t like how that made me feel as a kid. However, I don’t have to be that extreme (or grumpy). I can find an easier, gentler way to approach this subject.

The Middle Ground

Finding the middle ground is a great way to achieve balance on the areas that are bothering you. By figuring out what a “reasonable” or “leveled” approach is, you can navigate your thinking on the matter in an easier way. Remember to not be too hard on yourself during the process: Thoughts are just thoughts and you can easily start to change the ones that are making you feel stuck. It just takes practice!




Worksheet: Write it out!

I feel like I need adjustment on:

 

 

 

Too…(fill in loosey-goosey/uptight):

 

 

 

Middle:

 

 

 

Why I think I might be getting stuck here:

 

 

 

 

I feel like I need adjustment on:

 

 

 

Too…(fill in loosey-goosey/uptight):

 

 

 

Middle:

 

 

 

Why I think I might be getting stuck here:
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THE ENERGY METER
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Everything in life is energy. Whatever activity you are doing, you are spending a certain amount of energy. If you are worrying a lot, you are burning through a lot of mental energy, which affects how many other things you can take on. Everyone has limited amounts of energy to spend each day. This is a revelation to some people. Some people expect themselves to have limitless energy all the time, but this would be an unreasonable expectation to have of yourself.

Think of a gas-tank meter inside an old-fashioned car. On one side of the semicircle it says “E” for empty, then there’s a red line in the middle, then on the other side it says “F” for full. When you are full up on energy, you’re going strong. You can floor the pedal and go really fast. When you are in the middle, you can’t keep gunning the energy as much as you would like to, but you can cruise at the speed limit without too much trouble. When you start to get close to “E,” you should ideally take note of this, get off the highway, and find a gas station and refuel.

Sometimes, people have trouble transitioning smoothly from full to middle to empty. If you are connected to your body, you will notice when your body sends you signs. Sometimes, the sign is a muscle ache or a headache. Sometimes, your eyes might feel sleepy. Sometimes, your brain will just crank up the anxiety. People who are used to “pushing through things” will quickly use up the remaining fuel in the car by flooring the pedal.

Imagine you’re at a party and it’s getting very late. People who don’t have this habit of “pushing through” might think something like: “Wow, I’m getting sleepy. This party has been fun, but it’s time to go home now.” And then, by the time they navigate driving and getting home, they’ll realize that their gauge is now at empty and they will have no trouble going right to bed.

When a person has a high level of anxious energy, they will not have this same realization about going home until their gas tank has gone way into empty and is now in that weird zone where the pointer is past empty and is vibrating (if you grew up with an old-fashioned car, you will remember this visual). This is how the car runs out of gas mid-freeway—because you thought you still had 15 miles left past empty.

But what does it look like when your car runs out of gas mid-freeway? It doesn’t necessarily mean that physically you won’t be able to stumble home and climb into bed. But emotionally, you might be feeling wrecked. You might cry, you might feel depressed, you might feel too intense, you might have trouble stopping the anxious thoughts from jumping into your head. You might spend all night pacing the floor instead of sleeping. Emotionally, you will be the car that ran out of gas on the freeway. To remember this, you can think of this simple equation:

Pushing past empty = Potential anxiety spike

What were some warning signs? You’re at a party, it’s getting late. Your body tries to send you signals. Then, you start to ignore your body and think thoughts like this: “Oh, I’m okay. I might feel tired, but I’m going to stay another hour. I haven’t even seen John yet, when is he coming? Maybe I should drink or eat more. Maybe I should go talk to that guy. Maybe I should call John and ask why he’s late. Maybe I should… Maybe I should…”

Your body starts cranking up the intensity of its signals. Next thing you know, your energy gauge is blinking empty at you and you still haven’t left the party. At this point, a secondary “high” might hit you, where you are running on gas fumes.

Think of a cute little toddler who just ate a ton of cake and had a ton of fun at a birthday party. When her parents take her home, they might assume she will instantly fall asleep. Instead, upon entering the front door, the toddler shrieks with giddy laughter and runs around in circles in the living room for ten minutes straight. Then, a moment later, she is on the floor, sobbing and screaming about how much she hates socks. The parents are watching her, thinking: “What…the heck?”

Minutes later, the toddler is snoring, completely passed out on the floor. As they cart her off to bed, the parents remark: “Oh. She was just tired!” Every parent has witnessed a scene just like this…only sometimes the hated sock is an asymmetrical cracker.

This is what running on gas fumes looks like from the outside. It’s just sometimes easier to recognize the signs in a toddler than in yourself!

What are some things you can do to realize which direction your meter is pointing?

How to Do a Quick Mind/Body Scan

* Check in with your body.

* Take a few long deep breaths.

* Feel what’s happening inside of yourself. Where do you feel tension or stress?

* How is your body feeling right now? How are you feeling emotionally right now?

* Listen for the answer and acknowledge it. This helps you validate your own feelings and your body’s needs.

* Follow up with a thought such as: “I appreciate my body’s needs. I am going to listen to my body. I am going to start wrapping things up here so I can respect what my body and brain are telling me.”

Most of the time, pushing past empty guarantees that you will make yourself feel emotionally (if not physically) worse afterward. If you can remember that this will most likely be the outcome, it will become easier to avoid doing it in the future.


Different People = Different Energy Meters

When you’re in a relationship, it’s sometimes difficult to read your partner’s energy level and how this affects their mood. Have you ever noticed that your boyfriend needs a long nap after a short dinner with your family? Whereas you could stay up until midnight talking to his family and not feel tired. Or that one person in a couple will tend to want to go out on the weekends while the other just wants to stay home and watch TV instead? These are examples of possible signs we can observe that different activities are potentially draining/recharging our energies at different rates.

Since we can sometimes make wrong assumptions about each other’s energy meters, it can be helpful to communicate your own energy needs clearly, too. Part of the problem is that many of us do not know when we are actually exhausted ourselves. When you are physically or emotionally exhausted, what does it look like on the outside? Do you get grumpy? Do you lose your sense of humor? Do you try to do too much too fast all at once? Do you suddenly need to be in a quiet room alone? If we can get better at monitoring our own energy meters, it can help us be more mindful of other people’s too. Then, we can start to notice when someone else is acting physically exhausted and how that looks on the outside.

Learning to use The Energy Meter can stop us from taking people’s moods personally. It also allows us to rack our focus and get more perspective on the situation instead.




Worksheet: Write it out—together!

Ask someone you are in a relationship with to fill out the worksheet with you. Under each of your names, list activities that tend to drain energy quickly and then write down activities that provide energy boosts. Compare your lists and see what new insight you gain about what you have in common and where your lists diverge.

Example:








	Person 1

	Person 2




	Empty:

Work meetings

Doing chores

	Empty:

Formal events

Talking for over an hour




	Recharge:

Taking a nap

Reading a book

	Recharge:

Playing video games

Reading a book













	Name:

	Name:




	What activities drain your energy?

 

 

 

	What activities drain your energy?

 

 

 




	What activities recharge you?

 

 

 

	What activities recharge you?
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CHAPTER 2

When You’re Feeling 
Social Anxiety

THE SOCIAL BATTERY

[image: image]

When it comes to navigating social situations, especially new social situations, many people feel overwhelmed very easily. We crave social situations in our lives to make us feel connected as humans, however, different social situations can affect our moods in different ways. Social activities require us to focus on reading the visual cues of others, to listen and focus on what people are saying and doing, and to respond frequently to all of these cues as they happen. If you’re around people you don’t know, you also have to interpret a new set of cues coming at you in real time and process what they mean as quickly as possible. How much energy these things require depends on your specific personality and what you feel energized by doing. It can also depend on how much energy you have to spend due to other responsibilities, jobs, and commitments, and how your body is feeling overall.

Imagine that you have a Social Battery that looks like this:

—100% charged

—50% charged

—1% social energy

At what point do you reach “1% social energy”? How many events/activities in one night, one week, one month will drain you down to 1%? Here’s another rule to remember about this tool:

Everyone’s social batteries run out at different rates.

For example, being at 1% might look different to three different people:

* Person 1: After going to a wedding, one dinner out, and a movie in one week with other people, I am at 1% social energy.

* Person 2: After one dinner out with friends, I am at 1% social energy.

* Person 3: I can go to two conferences a month before I am at 1% social energy.


Neuroscience nugget: Did you know that socializing is exhausting for everyone regardless of their personality type? According to Jenn Granneman, author of “Why socializing drains introverts more than extroverts”: “Researchers found that after three hours after socializing, participants reported higher levels of fatigue. Surprisingly, these effects were found to be true for both introverts and extroverts” (Granneman, 2017).



Our social batteries are directly wired to our general energy meters. If we feel physically unwell, we might have less social energy to spend. If we feel physically recharged, we might be able to take on multiple social events in a row. Because of this, it can be helpful to learn what works for you and what social activities give you a boost.



Worksheet: Write it out!

Fill out your social battery:

100% charged (social activities that make me feel fully charged):

 

 

 

 

 

50% charged (social activities that drain my energy to 50%):

 

 

 

 

 

1% energy (social activities that quickly drain my energy to 1%):
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THE BATTERY RECHARGER
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How do you recharge your social battery? After an overstimulating social event, how do you ground yourself and relax? Different people need different things to relax their brains and reset themselves. For some, it might be reading book; for others, it might be having coffee with a close friend. Some people feel like they “run out of words to say” at the end of the day, whereas others like to talk things out as a way of processing information in order to relax.


Neuroscience nugget: Our brains need downtime to process information, store memories, and generate new ideas. According to Ferris Jabr, author of “Why your brain needs more downtime”: “Downtime replenishes the brain’s stores of attention and motivation, encourages productivity and creativity, and is essential to both achieve our highest levels of performance and simply form stable memories in everyday life” (Jabr, 2013).



To get your balance back, figure out what types of activities actually recharge you. Many people tend to need time alone to socially recharge, but there are others who can recharge just as well in smaller groups.

Examples:

* I recharge my social battery by…taking a nap.

* I recharge by…going to coffee with close friends.

* I recharge by…playing a video game alone.

* I recharge by…going for a long walk.

* I recharge by…doing yoga at home.

* I recharge by…drawing in my sketchbook.

For events that demand a lot of socializing, it can be good to pre-plan some recharging buffer time. For example, if you know going to even one conference meeting will tend to drain your social battery to empty, are you scheduling adequate buffer time in between each meeting at a day-long conference to avoid burnout? It can be helpful to write out your schedule for the day taking “recharging” times into consideration.

Example:

8–10 am: I must attend first meeting.

10 am–2 pm: Recharge time: I will go to my hotel room, read a book, or take a nap.

2–4 pm: I will network at the conference and then attend another meeting.

6–10 pm: Recharge time: I will hang out with my work friend to decompress, and I will find time to finish reading my book.

After you look at your schedule, try to predict where your social battery level will be throughout the day. Then, figure out how many blocks of recharge time you need to properly charge your battery.

Wonky Battery Charge Estimates

Have you ever thought you recharged your phone when, in actuality, it’s only been plugged into the wall for five minutes? Then, when you’re suddenly at a new location with no convenient plug, you’re surprised to find your phone’s battery level is at 1%?

“What happened?” you exclaim, “I charged this phone! What’s wrong with it?” Actually, you didn’t fully charge it—you unplugged it before it was fully charged.

Sometimes, our estimate of how long it takes us to actually recharge ourselves gets a little wonky. Typically, we tend to underestimate the amount of actual time we need to reset ourselves. Conversely, we often think “being still” time is going by faster than it actually is. If you’ve ever tried meditating in silence, you may have noticed that five minutes can sometimes feel like an hour, depending on what your brain is thinking. And yet, it’s really only been five minutes on the clock! And, it’s quite possible you may need longer than five minutes to reset yourself completely after an overstimulating day.

When we get stressed, the hypothalamus, a tiny part of the brain, sends alert messages to the pituitary gland, which sends alarm signals to the adrenal glands, which triggers the release of stress hormones: adrenaline and cortisol. These stress hormones can stay in our bodies for several hours after the initial release (Hannibal and Bishop, 2014).

Ask yourself: “How long is reasonable to expect my battery to take to recharge after these social activities? Is 15 minutes really enough time to decompress? How long of a break do I need to reset my body and brain?”

Then (and this is the hard part), remember that your recharge time is just as important as your scheduled activities. If you honor the recharge time with as much respect as “taking action” time, you will feel less stressed out at the end of your busy day.


THE SOCIAL TASK EXTRACTOR
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Formal events, birthdays, trips, and holidays can be landmines of anxiety for people. You wouldn’t think that would be true, as all of those activities are designed to be fun, joyful, and/or relaxing activities. Yet it’s often our own expectations and the expectations we think other people have of us that keep us from connecting with the fun feelings we are seeking. The part we can control is…our own expectations.

It can be helpful to remember: In most cases, you are seeking the feeling, not the thing. You are seeking connection with the feeling most of all. You can spend your entire anniversary on a beautiful beach in Hawaii feeling stressed out because you’re thinking stressful thoughts. Or you can sit on your couch with your partner, with no beautiful view of anything, feeling blissful because you are thinking happy thoughts. The location can sometimes jump-start you, but it’s really you making the decision underneath it all that’s influencing what you are feeling in the moment.

So…how can we mentally prep ourselves for an upcoming social event to actually enjoy the experience when it’s happening? Remember The Task Extractor? You can use The Social Task Extractor for these types of social activities. Think about an upcoming social situation that is causing you to feel overwhelmed. Then, think about the few things you want to accomplish at the event that will make you feel positive emotions, and don’t add anything unnecessary to your list.

Example:

Upcoming event: My birthday party

What three things do you want to feel or do socially?

1. Celebrate turning 30!

2. Talk to my best friends, Jo and Steve.

3. Sing favorite song at karaoke.

Any other ideas you have for how the night will go, you can add to bonus items. For example: Go to a club, meet new people, go to a late-night diner. Just know these are bonus items, not essential ones. We want to set ourselves up for a feeling of success and get in the mindset to enjoy the moment as it is happening. In other words, don’t overload your list!

Managing Vacation Time

People tend to have very high expectations for vacations when in reality, many people frequently spend at least some their vacation time feeling stressed out. It’s common to also become caught up in a “Vacation Multi-Tasking Tornado” where too many new activities are crammed into too short a span of time. This can sometimes wind up creating more stress than staying at home!

Remembering your energy meter, you also want to add things to your vacation list that won’t drain you to empty too quickly. If being in crowds tends to drain your energy, try to only schedule limited “crowd” related events. It’s your vacation, after all; why not go with what works for you in terms of relaxation instead of challenging yourself too much? Save the challenges for other times or for longer trips—when it all feels more manageable to you.

Look at your upcoming vacation and ask yourself: “What three things do I want to do that will make me feel happy and relaxed, and are easy to complete?” Try to pick things that aren’t too dependent on the other people you are traveling with. Remembering your energy meter, you also want to add things to your list that won’t drain you to empty right away.

For instance, a sample trip list for visiting Paris might be:

1. Sit on a bench by the Seine.

2. Eat at a sidewalk café.

3. Visit the Louvre.

If these items sound easy to accomplish and relaxing to you, then keep them on the main list. Add any extraneous ideas as your bonus items.

Example:

Go shopping for a new jacket, visit my old school friend who I have to find the address for, try to look up a distant relative.>

As these items sound slightly more complicated, it might be best to leave them on the bonus list.

When you keep your list simple, you can feel a great sense of accomplishment when you complete your goals. No matter what else happens, you will feel like your vacation was a success that you actually let yourself enjoy!




Worksheet: Write it out!

Upcoming trip or event:

 

List three things you want to accomplish:

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

3. 

 

 

 

Bonus items:
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THE SOCIAL SCENARIO LEVEL
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Anxiety sometimes zaps us into a distorted cognitive reality called “All or Nothing Thinking.” David D. Burns, who wrote Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy, describes this cognitive distortion as: “You see things in black-and-white categories. If your performance falls short of perfect, you see yourself as a total failure” (Burns, 1980, p.56).

When we feel anxious, it’s easy to think in extremes. And, typically, we think in extremes in a negative way. If someone doesn’t text us back, they must hate us. There’s no possible middle grounding when our thoughts distort reality like this—we can’t imagine the person is driving a car, in a meeting, is momentarily distracted by normal things, etc. No, they must hate us! If we mess up during a presentation, it’s because we’re a complete failure! There’s no gray area such as: Nobody noticed, everyone forgot about it, or the presentation went alright anyway. When we have All or Nothing Thinking going on, we truly believe it was the worst mistake made during a work presentation and everyone will remember it (in a negative way) forever.

The Social Scenario Level can help you pull away from the extreme negative side of All or Nothing Thinking and can help you get back in balance again. Written on one end of the level is “Negative Scenario.” This is a catastrophic way of thinking, such as: Everything is a disaster, things never work out, or things will only work out in the worst way possible.

On the other end of the level is “Positive Scenario.” This is a more positive type of thinking, such as: Things tend to work out for me most of the time. I can find ways to feel good no matter what!

In the center of the level is “Neutral Scenario.” This is neither positive nor negative; it’s just a neutral rendition of what might happen in a particular situation. It’s like finding the middle ground between the two points.

Here are some examples of how to gauge where you’re at on a subject:

Example: My best friend hasn’t answered my text in a day.

Negative Scenario: He hates my guts. I must be a bad person. I did something wrong.

Neutral: He’s probably busy or momentarily distracted with other things.

Positive Scenario: I am sure whenever he answers me, we will have a great conversation! I can focus on other things in the meantime and look forward to talking to him later.

Example: I have to go to dinner at a colleague’s house.

Negative Scenario: It’s going to be awkward, I won’t know anyone there, they won’t like me.

Neutral: It’s probably going to be okay. It will only be a few hours long.

Positive Scenario: I can enjoy the dinner part of the experience and maybe it will lead to an interesting conversation, too!

Middle Grounding

Why is it good to know what the Neutral Scenario is? Sometimes, if your Positive Scenario doesn’t pan out, it’s good to remember what the middle is to ground yourself, so you don’t just slide straight into the Negative Scenario pit of despair. I call this “middle grounding.”

When we have a high expectation about something ahead and our brains think there will be reward given, dopamine (the neurotransmitter that causes the feeling of pleasure) gets released. However, if you don’t get the reward you were expecting, your dopamine level plummets, and this can cause you to feel really down really fast. Managing our expectations ahead of time with middle grounding can help us navigate this dopamine roller coaster in an easier, gentler way.


Neuroscience nugget: When we feel a sudden change in dopamine levels, we feel corresponding positive or negative emotions. According to David Rock, author of “(Not so great) expectations”: “Unexpected rewards release more dopamine than expected ones. Thus, the surprise bonus at work, even a small one, can positively impact your brain chemistry more than an expected pay rise. However, if you’re expecting a reward and you don’t get it, dopamine levels fall steeply. This feeling is not a pleasant one, it feels a lot like pain” (Rock, 2009).



In college, I had a friend who really loved Halloween. She decided to host an epic Halloween party, mostly in order to invite a bunch of random strangers along, like the friendly barista who made her espresso every day, some random people that she met once through some people in art class, and acquaintances like this. She also invited ten of her closest friends.

She kept imagining 30 people were coming to her party and getting fixated on that, without remembering middle grounding. When the time came, ten of her closest friends showed up. Which could have been great, depending on how she viewed the situation. She didn’t think so. She spent the whole night jittery and anxious, staring at the door, anticipating the arrival of the other people who never showed up. Meanwhile, the rest of us, dressed in festive Halloween costumes, ate crunchy chips in awkward silence. Because the other 20 people never arrived, my friend couldn’t enjoy herself at all. She was dressed like a bumblebee, and I remember her standing in the center of the group, waving her winged arms around dramatically as she declared: “This party is a total catastrophe!”

We have all been this dramatic bumblebee at some point.

A few days later, she regained her mental balance, and she was able to laugh about the situation. She admitted: “What would I have done if they had all showed up? It would have made me even more anxious! Also, how would they all have fitted in my apartment? It’s not a big space!”

After hearing this, it occurred to me that what many people crave from creating these kinds of heightened expectations is a feeling of validation and/or praise from others. Sometimes, this craving pushes us to try to create situations that, in reality, will cause more anxiety than they will soothe.

Is there a way to give yourself more of the validation and praise that you are craving instead of trying to force an outside situation to happen?




Worksheet: Write it out!

Describe a disappointing situation that happened:

 

 

 

 

What were my expectations?

 

 

 

 

What was I craving/needing to get from the situation?

 

 

 

 

What three positive self-talk phrases could I tell myself to help fill this need?

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

3. 
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CHAPTER 3

When You’re Having 
Anxious Thoughts

The Anxiety Loop

[image: image]

Our brains are hardwired to identify incoming dangers in order to keep us safe. This comes from a primitive time when there was more everyday danger that needed our attention (like angry tigers and bears trying to kill us), but it doesn’t serve us well nowadays (unless you happen to live in a community full of angry tigers and bears); it just causes unnecessary worry.

The amygdala, located deep inside the temporal lobe of the brain, is always on the lookout for threats. It’s like an eager security guard that sits in the basement office, scanning the security monitors for danger. When it sees a possible danger, it presses a red alarm button. And remember that overworked file clerk in the front office of our brains (aka the pre-frontal cortex)? The red alarm button sends an alert to that file clerk, who then decides to accept or override the alarm, based on the information given.

Imagine that the security guard (aka amygdala) has suddenly become hyper-vigilant in an attempt to protect you from all possible danger and decides to keep hitting the red alarm button non-stop. The overworked file clerk now gets confused, as the signal is coming in too frequently, and the clerk stops being able to override the alarm as frequently or to make a clear decision about what to do next.

This is basically what is happening when you experience an “anxiety loop.” An anxiety loop is a negative thought cycle that makes you feel stuck in a rut. It’s a broken record and no matter how much logic you use to try to turn the record off, it just keeps playing the same annoying tune. For instance: “I failed that exam. I know I failed it. I should have tried harder. I should have studied more. I’m so bad at studying… I’m so bad at tests… That’s why I failed that exam. I know I failed it… I should have tried harder… [repeat chorus four times]…”

The record just keeps ending and going back to the beginning. Sometimes, the loop is on a long cycle that takes a while to play out. At other times, the loop is so short that it makes you want to instantly scream:> “Argh! Please stop thinking about that already!!”

It might not feel like it at the time, but your brain is always trying to help you. At some point, possibly when you were younger, you learned to run this anxiety loop program in your brain because you thought it would bring you clarity on a pressing issue you were struggling with. The security guard thought pressing the red alarm button frequently was the way to solve the problem in a more urgent manner. Only…it never actually solved any problems.

Eventually, your brain learned that you don’t like being in an anxiety loop. It makes you stressed out, it makes you tired, it gives you a headache, or it makes you unable to sleep. And it knows that the easiest way to distract you from the anxiety loop is to get you into a new loop, because that is the looping program you’ve installed for it to run.

Here’s how this works:

You’re stressed out about not passing your exam in English class. You lie awake at night, thinking of all the things that you wrote in the exam that you could have written better, how you should be getting better grades, how you think the professor hates you, etc.

This goes on so much that you want to break this loop to get some relief. Your brain wants you to get out of the loop, but it doesn’t have another program installed; it only knows how to loop. So, it jumps you over to a new loop instead.

New loop: You remember how your ex-boyfriend told you he got an A on the same exam. Now, you’re wondering what your ex-boyfriend is doing. Maybe you should go online and see? What if he’s with someone new? Why did you ever break up? Why didn’t he like you more? What is he up to anyway?

You have now entered the New Anxiety Loop: Ex-Boyfriend. This might lead you to the Why-Didn’t-I-Pick-The-Major-My-Parents-Wanted, and then, All-My-Friends-Have-Better-Lives-Loop, etc., etc., etc. This could go on until the wee hours of the morning… I call it Anxiety Loop Jumping. Eventually, you might even do a grand finale tour back to the Original Anxiety Loop: Failed Exam. By now, you’re exhausted, both mentally and physically. You haven’t gained any clarity or solutions. You have only succeeded in thoroughly stressing yourself out.


Neuroscience nugget: When our amygdala gets hyper-stimulated from thinking anxious thoughts, our pre-frontal cortex has trouble processing all of the alerts it is receiving, as Marwa Azab explains in “The pain of worry: The anxious brain”: “In the anxious brain, the amygdala is hypersensitive and the connections with the PFC [pre-frontal cortex] become weaker. So, the amygdala generates too many false alarms such as perceiving a benign situation, comment, evaluation as very threatening. At the same time, the pre-frontal cortex is ineffective at inhibiting the amygdala’s diarrhea of thoughts” (Azab, 2018).




Journaling: Get to Know Your Loops

What are the loops you jump over to on a consistent basis? Make a list. Give your loops names that make sense to you. Your list could look something like this:

1. “I failed my exam” loop.

2. “Ex-boyfriend” loop.

3. “Friends are more successful” loop.

Then, add a new column, adding specific triggers in those categories:








	My anxiety loops

	Specific triggers




	1) “I failed my exam” loop

	Looking at exam score




	2) “Ex-boyfriend” loop

	Looking at old photos




	3) “Friends are more successful” loop

	Looking at successful friends’ websites






When you feel triggered, try to see the pattern to how it sends you into loops. Then, connect the loops in your mind or journal about it. For example:

When I think about that exam, I often get in anxiety loops. This then leads to feeling like I failed at things while other people have been successful.

When you pull back, you can see how your anxiety loops happen, and how often in a day you fall into one. This mindful knowledge will take away the loop’s power over you. The more you realize it’s happening to your thoughts, the easier it is for you to get out of it faster.




Worksheet: Write it out!

What are some of my anxiety loops?

 

 

 

 

 

What are my loop triggers?

 

 

 

 

 

Are there specific times of the day that these loops get triggered? (For example: Health loop gets triggered at bedtime, etc.):
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THE FUN DISTRACTION SIFTER
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Here’s the thing about our brains: They are always searching for fun. When we worry, when we stress, when we overwork our brains, our brains cry out: “Please, please, give me a little fun right now!” This is because when pleasure is experienced, we get a brain chemical boost of endorphins, dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin. When any of these brain chemicals start to run really low, we start to feel stress, anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, self-doubt, and/or a lack of confidence.

Clients often tell me they can’t relax because: “There’s always something I should be doing!” or “I feel like I’m never doing enough!” However, if we push ourselves too frequently without stopping to let our fun chemicals recharge, we might start to feel negative emotions that make it difficult to be productive or clearly focus on tasks.

The Fun Distraction Sifter was developed because I noticed that when people work too hard and don’t take enough time to reset themselves, they sometimes have trouble remembering what’s fun for them to do.

Finding your fun is just as important as taking action. To do this, we need to be mindful of the brain’s need for micro-fun breaks in between doing stressful stuff. It is during these micro-fun breaks, that we often gain the most insight and clarity about challenges or projects.

When you’re stuck in an anxiety loop, what you need is a fun distraction instead of a not-fun distraction to get you back in balance. But how do you find a distraction that is actually fun for you to do when you’re in this particular state of mind? This can be trickier than it sounds!

Fun distractions vary from person to person depending on what actually feels fun to them at that particular moment. For instance, a fun distraction for one person might be doing sit-ups because that makes them feel like they are taking charge of things, but for another person, doing sit-ups will clearly feel like a not-fun thing to do—it will just feel difficult and sweaty. Someone else might see hanging up new curtains in their bedroom as a fun decorating distraction; another person might see this as a cumbersome task that involves locating the screwdriver in the garage. The same is true for watching movies, playing video games, and browsing social media.

Only you know what is fun for you and what isn’t fun for you (and it can change frequently, even on a daily basis). When clients first make a fun distraction column, I like to ask them a follow-up question to make sure they are actually picking something fun for themselves to do at that particular moment. You would be surprised to find how many “sneaky-not-fun-distractions-masquerading-as-fun” ideas somehow make it onto people’s lists.

Here’s an example: A client says he wants to work on his resume as a fun distraction from thinking about work troubles.

Me: Is this really a fun thing for you to do right now?

Client answers: Yes! It will make me feel proactive like I’m moving forward with my plans!

Me: If that feels fun and manageable right now, go for it!

Or…

Client answers: Actually, that doesn’t feel fun at all right now. It makes me feel stressed out to even look at my resume.

Me: Maybe it’s a good idea to find something that actually feels fun and relaxing to you right now instead.

Here’s another example: You want to add “bake cupcakes” to your fun distraction column in order to stop worrying about your relationship.

Follow-up question: Is this really a fun activity to do right now at this moment?

Answer: Yes, baking relaxes me and makes me feel much calmer! I’ve always loved baking!

Or: No, I don’t know how to bake, I don’t have the tools to bake and I would have to go out and buy them and that feels overwhelming right now. I’m going to take it off the list.

You would be surprised how many sneaky-not-fun distractions there are hiding in your potential fun distractions list. Be sure to check with yourself and then listen to yourself before adding to the fun section.

Here’s how to use The Fun Distraction Sifter. When you’re feeling anxious about a particular problem, stop and think about what a fun healthy distraction would be for you to do in that particular moment. It can be helpful to write out a list, especially when you aren’t feeling that anxious, of possible activities that might be beneficial to do.

Here’s an example of a person’s Fun Distraction Sifter:>

Problem: When I think about going to that work meeting tomorrow, I freak out with anxiety.








	Fun distractions

	Not-fun distractions




	Watch a funny series on Netflix

	Read meeting agenda again




	Read a detective novel by a writer I like

	Try to do ten sit-ups




	Try to find the best ramen place near me

	Sort through office emails




	Watch a meditation video on YouTube

	Google “anxiety”






Write at least five things in each column. Then, you can make a promise to yourself, that whenever you feel an anxiety loop kicking in, you will do the things on the fun side of the list as long as they meet the following requirements:

* They feel fun to you right now.

* They feel healthy for your body and mind.

* They do not involve thinking about your current anxiety trigger at all.

* They should be easy and things you can do on your own.

The final point is important because anxiety-loop cycles often occur at night, and/or when you are already very tired. Also, if your planned fun activity is “See a movie with Jen,” you will be thwarted when Jen is unavailable to see a movie to get you out of your anxiety loop at 2 am.

The not-fun category should include:

* Things you typically tend to do when you are in an anxiety loop that don’t make you feel better.

* Things that are unhealthy either to your brain or body right now.

* Things that will definitely increase your feeling of anxiety instead of relieving it.

It’s important to keep reviewing your lists to remind yourself of what you should and shouldn’t be doing in the middle of an anxious stream of thoughts. It’s also important to make new fun lists, as your idea of what is fun can change frequently!



Worksheet: Write it out!








	Fun distractions

	Not-fun distractions




	
	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






Copyright © Risa Williams – The Ultimate Anxiety Toolkit – 2021    [image: images]



THE EMBARRASSMENT SURFBOARD
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Sometimes, our anxiety loops are sparked by things that happen that we deem to be “embarrassing.” Usually, these embarrassing things trigger a negative core belief inside of us, such as: “I always say the wrong thing!” or “What’s wrong with me anyway?!”

Typically, this negative self-talk doesn’t lead us anywhere good. It can often lead to hours of self-criticism, when in actuality, the embarrassing moment probably only lasted a few minutes at the most. Wouldn’t it be a better use of your energy to learn to sidestep this particular pothole of personal pain? So…how does one make peace with the uncomfortable feeling of embarrassment?


Neuroscience nugget: Why does embarrassment feel so very uncomfortable to us? It might have to do with the social element involved, as Alice Park explains in Found! The Seat of Embarrassment in Your Brain: “Emotions like embarrassment are slightly different from feelings like sadness and anger, because embarrassment involves a social element. Feelings like guilt, pride, shame and embarrassment all tend to occur in the presence of others, and result largely from how we think others perceive us” (Park, 2011).



Let’s say you can’t stop thinking about something you said that you think was painfully embarrassing. Even thinking about the words you said makes you physically cringe, and if someone asks you what’s on your mind, you can’t tell them because you’re convinced it’s the dumbest/worst/most embarrassing/most humiliating thing that has ever been said by a human being in the entire history of all human beings.

First of all, try The Rack Focus (Chapter 1). Pull way, way, way back from the situation. Logically ask yourself: “In the history of all human beings in all the world, this is the most embarrassing thing ever to be uttered by a human being to another human being? Ever? Do I really want to believe this bizarre idea?”

If this doesn’t work, try The Embarrassment Surfboard. To do this, you must ride the wave of embarrassment out on a magical surfboard that will carry you to the shore of relief. Just like an ocean wave, an embarrassment wave has a crest, and at the top, it feels the most intense and cringeworthy. After that, it subsides, eventually depositing you on the shore, where you suddenly gain more perspective on the situation and feel some relief.

To ride the wave:

* Take a few long deep breaths.

* Relax into the feeling, don’t fight it. Go into the feeling by breathing into it. Remind yourself: “It’s just a wave of temporary emotion and you can simply breathe your way through it until you get to the end.”

* Breathe deeply and intentionally. Focus on breathing. Ride…the…feeling…out…with…each…deep…breath.

* Wait for it to end, and then, make the clear decision to leave it behind and move forward.

If you don’t add more negative thought loops while you are riding the crest of the wave, the crest will start to sink, and then you wind up at the shore, a few (longish) minutes later. Try adding in some self-soothing positive talk and you will get to the shore even faster.

Positive self-talk chargers for riding the wave:

* “It will be okay. It will sort itself out.”

* “This is only a temporary feeling. It will pass. All feelings are temporary.”

* “I’m figuring things out, and that’s good enough for now.”

* “I don’t have to be perfect. I am good enough the way I am.”

* “I am doing enough. I don’t have to do any more right now.”

* “I can breathe. I can let it go.”

* “I am good at adapting. I can adapt and grow.”

To summarize: If you can ride out the wave in the present moment by taking deep breaths, and without adding extra negative thoughts, and by adding a few nice self-soothing thoughts, it will be over much faster. In fact, it will only take a matter of minutes! And then, you can make the clear decision not to get back in the water and get back on the same embarrassment wave all over again. It’s okay to let it go. Free your energy up for better thoughts and better feelings ahead.



Worksheet: Color it out!

Relax your brain a little by coloring the surfboard below. Write a positive micro-thought on the surfboard that will soothe you the next time you have to ride a wave of embarrassment.
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THE BRAIN BOUNCE
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What happens when you’re anxiety looping and you can’t even think of a fun distraction because it’s too late for that tool now? A few years ago, I was sinking rapidly in anxiety-loop quicksand over a problem I couldn’t figure out. I had crossed my red-zone number, and I kept replaying the problem in my head so many times that it was hard to focus on anything around me.

At this point, my seven-year-old son, who was completely unaware of the loop I was in, demanded that I jump on his bed with him while his favorite song played loudly in his room. After much adorable insistence on my kid’s part, I finally caved and started jumping. After a few seconds, I realized that it’s pretty much impossible to jump on a bed and remain in an anxiety loop. Maybe this is why kids like to jump on their beds a lot. It’s fun and it instantly gets you in a better mood. And, in order to not fall off the bed, your brain has to give the new activity its full, undivided attention.

Most of us can worry even when we’re driving, talking, walking, or doing normal things. We’re just that good at worrying! Sometimes, the only way out of an anxiety loop is to trick your brain by bouncing it into a new activity that it actually cannot do at the same time as worry.

Some therapists who specialize in Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy utilize balance boards to help people jar themselves out of an intense feeling state. When you stand on a balance board, it tilts and rocks as you move, and as a result, your brain can only focus on maintaining your balance and nothing else. For some clients, I recommend Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT) “tapping,” which involves tapping certain acupressure points on your face and shoulders with your fingers along with a video (you can find many free EFT videos on YouTube). This distracts your brain with the movement and repetition for long enough to pull your focus away from anxiety.

Why do these things work? According to Zhang, Myers, and Mayer, the authors of “To cope with stress, try learning something new”: “In two recent research projects, one with employees from a variety of industries and organizations, and the other with medical residents, we found evidence that engaging in learning activities can buffer workers from detrimental effects of stress including negative emotions, unethical behavior, and burnout” (Zhang, Myers, and Mayer, 2018).

When our brains are engaged in figuring out something new, our attention shifts to focus entirely on the new activity. If the new activity feels a tiny bit challenging without being overly stressful, then you just might trick yourself out of the anxiety loop!

New activity that challenges you in a non-stressful way = 
End of anxiety loop

Examples from clients who brain bounced out of anxiety loops:

* “I worked on a jigsaw puzzle until I felt better.”

* “I finished editing an old video using new editing software.”

* “I tried to remember every line of my favorite poem and wrote it down in my journal.”

* “I went for a run in the opposite direction to my usual route.”

* “I went for a walk and took photos of beautiful flowers I saw along the way.”

* “I completed my first paint-by-numbers painting.”

* “I learned a new song on the piano until I could play it through.”

* “I built a complicated LEGO® kit.”

* “I practiced Spanish phrases along with a video.”

A simple way to remember this tool is:

When in doubt, do something different with your brain.

Whether it’s creative activities, exercise activities, puzzles, games, or learning new skills, find something fun that will get your brain focused in a whole new way, and you will move yourself further away from the anxiety loop. What new and different activities can you do to bounce your brain out of your next anxiety loop?



Worksheet: Write it out!

Brainstorm a few ideas that might work for you to do next time you need to brain bounce out of an anxiety loop. Then, next time you start to feel a worry loop coming on, read your list and pick one to do!

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

3. 
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THE SOCIAL MEDIA SIFTER
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For many people, social media causes more anxiety than enjoyment. Many people these days use social media as a way to advertise their successes to others; whether they’re professional, romantic, social, or financial victories, their images are cultivated to tell this particular story and not the entire story. For example, most people will probably not post photos of themselves getting the stomach flu or getting a parking ticket. These types of events are carefully edited out from people’s social media feeds, leaving only streams of “victory” type images instead. Even though we may logically understand this, looking at these “victory” images can still sometimes lead us to make negative comparisons to our own lives.


Neuroscience nugget: While you might want to scroll through social media feeds to try to feel better, this activity might actually make you feel worse! According to a study done by the University of Pennsylvania: “Scientists had one group limit their social media time to 30 minutes a day, while another group had unlimited social media time. After three weeks, the first group with limited social media time felt less depressed and lonely overall than the second group with unlimited social media time” (McSweeney, 2019).



When you are already feeling overwhelmed and/or stressed out, seeing these types of “victory” streams from other people might send you into an anxiety loop of negative self-comparison. On the other hand, depending on your personality, some people find solace or inspiration in other people’s vacations, cute pets, or swirly cappuccinos, so only you can be the judge of what’s a good choice for you to look at when you are in an anxious state of mind.

Ask yourself: “What images make me feel better when I’m feeling anxious? What images make me feel more anxious?” Get specific about what images you see as fun social media distractions and what images you see as not-fun social media distractions. If you wanted to get really specific, you could make a list.

For example, a person’s list might look like:








	Fun social media distractions

	Not-fun social media distractions




	Funny animal photos

	Honeymoon photos of others




	Pinterest

	Twitter




	Inspirational quotes

	Vacation photos






This isn’t to say that whoever wrote this list should never go on Instagram to look at vacation photos, just not in the middle of an anxiety loop! When you’re in a different mindset, perhaps looking at vacation photos will feel inspiring instead of causing more anxiety. On certain social media sites, you can also specifically filter out certain words or images if you find that your anxiety is getting sparked frequently and consistently by the same things.



Worksheet: Write it out!

Sift through the social media sites and website you visit frequently and sort out some fun social media distractions!








	Fun social media distractions

	Not-fun social media distractions
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THE NAMETAG
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Feelings are just temporary states of the brain and we go through dozens of these temporary states every single day. The important thing is to not let the temporary state you are in somehow become linked with your identity. Narrative therapists utilize the concept of “Externalizing the Problem,” which allows people to see their worrying as separate from themselves by personifying it as an outside thing named: “Anxiety.” This helps the person become more mindful of how “Anxiety” affects them and influences their decision-making process. It also helps them discuss what happens when “Anxiety” starts to take control of their thoughts.

With “Externalizing the Problem,” I like to take clients one step further by turning “Anxiety” into an imagined cartoon character. This helps people engage their imagination in a helpful and creative way. Remember the negative narration we talked about in Chapter 1? This negative narrator looks like a different character to different people and says different things. When you have an anxiety character narrating things to you all day, it might say things like: “You messed up again!” or “You’re always forgetting things!” For other people, the anxiety character might say: “Why aren’t you moving faster?” or “Why aren’t you working harder?”

For example, I asked one client what anxiety was telling her. Her anxiety said things like: “You’re not doing what you need to be doing fast enough. You haven’t reached your milestones in time and you’re getting old!”

Then, I asked her to tell me what this anxiety character would look like if it was a cartoon character. After a few seconds of contemplation, she said it would look like a grumpy PE coach wearing a white t-shirt.

This made both of us laugh.

“Is this a real PE coach you had once?” I asked her.

“No, the image just popped into my head for some reason,” she answered, laughing. So, we labelled this imagined character: “Anxiety PE Coach.”

So, now when she starts thinking: “I’m not doing things fast enough. I’m way more behind in my career than all of my friends,” she can pull back, get perspective, and think: “Wait, a minute, that’s ‘Anxiety’ saying that again!” And then, she can add: “Thanks, but I don’t need your help right now, Anxiety PE Coach. I’ve got this one covered.”

I always encourage people to see their negative narrator characters with kindness. Often, Anxiety PE Coach was invented as a way to help you at some point, possibly when you were younger to get you through a tough time, or, perhaps, to complete a one-mile run in elementary school. But clearly, now, he is not working as a way to solve any of your current problems, so you can simply thank him for his previous help and then…send him gently on his way.

[image: image]

Building Counter-Characters

After creating Anxiety PE Coach, I asked my client if there was a positive counter-character that she could create to enlist to neutralize him. She created an enlightened-looking woman called “Calm Goddess” who would say soothing, relaxing things to counter Anxiety PE Coach’s criticism. Calm Goddess said things like: “You’re doing great, you’re doing more than enough! Keep going!”

The best way to imagine what your characters look like is to not overthink it. Just go with whatever silly images pop into your head when you ask yourself: “What do these characters look like?”

Here are more examples from creative people who had fun imagining their anxiety cartoon characters:

* Anxiety Booger Blob

* Bossy Manager

* Stressed-Out Storm Cloud

* Anxiety Roadrunner

The more you can make yourself laugh as you draw your anxiety characters out on paper, the better your brain will feel. Laughter releases endorphins, which help us combat the effects of the stress hormones we accidentally stimulated by thinking anxious thoughts. The more you can find ways to laugh at your negative narrator, the less stressed out you will feel. The sillier you make your anxiety character, the more you will feel like laughing.

To start this exercise (and to start seeing things in a more humorous way), picture a nametag that says: “Hello, my name is:”

Write out the anxiety character’s name, how they look, what they tend to say to you. Make them as cartoonish as possible. Make sure you give them a catchphrase, the thing they always tell you that sums up what they believe: “You’ll never get ahead!”, “You always fail at things!”, etc.

Try to avoid making your negative narrators scary and powerful looking. They don’t have to be. They’re just temporary emotional states of your brain. The sillier they look, the more empowered you will feel to tell them to step aside.




Worksheet: Draw it out!

Hello…my name is:

Draw your anxiety cartoon character here with a speech bubble containing a catchphrase. If you feel inspired, you can also draw out a counter-character!
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THE SHRINK RAY
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Now that we’ve fleshed out our anxiety cartoon character, here’s a tool you can use on them. Let’s say you’re lying awake at midnight and Anxiety Booger Blob keeps yelling: “You’re not moving fast enough in life! Everyone else is getting ahead of you!”

First, create a safe, warm room or safe haven in your imagination. Maybe it’s a cozy round hut in the woods. Maybe it’s a little cottage by the beach. What kind of sanctuary would you build? Would there be a pet animal in there like a giant dog to curl up with? A fire? A rocking chair? A big comfy bed to sleep on?

Kids are great at doing this exercise. Kids get really specific about making their room extra cozy with fluffy pillows, soft blankets, and furry friends around them. You can tap into this part of your creative imagination, too, and picture all the wonderful details about your cozy safe room, details that make you smile when you think about them.

Now, see yourself inside of the room, completely safe and comfortable. On top of the room, on the roof, there is a Shrink Ray—it can look like whatever silly version of a shrink ray pops into your head, or it can just look like a satellite dish that can spin around and point at things. And then, around the entire room/building/hut, create a strong force field that doesn’t allow anything in.

Inside the room, you have a control deck with buttons. When Anxiety Booger Blob tries to knock at the door, you can hit the shrink-ray button on your control deck and it will point at him and shrink him down to the size of a mouse. Now, he not only looks ridiculous, he sounds ridiculous too! If he keeps growing back, just keep shrinking him down further and then shoo him away and watch him run off. Then, rest inside your safe haven that is all warm and cozy, knowing that you are protected and safe.



Worksheet: Draw it out!

Draw a picture of your safe haven. Then, add a Shrink Ray to the roof:

[image: image]
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THE TRAIN TICKET

[image: image]

Our minds are like busy train stations with new trains of thought approaching every few seconds. Each train will take you to a completely different feeling destination. One way to develop mindfulness is to see yourself as an observer, standing on the platform, watching all the trains of thought pass by in your mind. Try to wait on the platform for a few minutes and label each passing train by saying to yourself: “That’s just a thought I am thinking.” Developing this mindful awareness can help us better understand how our daily thoughts are connected to our feelings.

Viktor Frankl, a Holocaust survivor, neurologist, and psychiatrist, once said: “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” (Becker-Phelps, 2013). In this case, the stimulus is something that triggered the train to come barreling down the track toward the platform you’re on. Maybe your friend just criticized you, or maybe you just realized you are late to work. Those trains are now barreling down the tracks. The signs on the front of the trains read: “I’m always late!” or “My friend thinks I’m terrible!” Here’s the part to remember: You don’t have to get on any of these trains.

Before you step on the Tube in London, there’s a voice reminding you to: “Mind the gap!” Imagine this voice tells you this after the train pulls up. In that space of time before you step on the train, you have a choice: To board or not to board.

Finding the mental gap between thoughts gives you 
power over where you are heading emotionally.

Each train of thought leads you to a completely different destination. The “I’m always late!” train will probably lead you to a frustrated destination. Whereas, the “It will somehow work out!” train might lead you to a more hopeful endpoint. Your thoughts directly relate to the feeling place you end up in a few moments later.

How to choose your train:

* Set aside a few minutes to be still and to use your imagination in a relaxed way.

* Imagine you hold a train ticket in your hand. This ticket spells out the feeling place you want to end up in: Relaxed, Happy, Calm…or whatever you want to call it.

* As you watch the trains of thoughts approach in the busy station, decide which train will lead you to the place you want to go.

* Let trains that you don’t want pass by. As they pass by, think: “That’s just a thought I’m thinking.”

* You can create a better train to get on by thinking a new thought—that’s what sends it chugging down the tracks. Start thinking: “Things will sort themselves out,” or “I can stay calm and relaxed by taking a deep breath.” These types of thoughts will lead you to more enjoyable feeling destinations.

* Imagine getting on the new train and heading toward a better feeling place.

Now that we are standing at the station…are you going to pick the Stress Train or the Calm Train? Are you going to pick the Happy-Memory Train or the Depressing-Memory Train? Are you getting on the Self-Blame Train or the Self-Forgiveness one? Try to remember the desired destination before you step on board!



Worksheet: Color it out!

Color the approaching positive train of thought—give it a label and draw things that symbolize this feeling inside the train.

[image: image]
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CHAPTER 4

When You’re Feeling 
Low Self-Esteem

THE WATERING CAN

[image: image]

Since we all need and crave more validation and praise, how can we refill our own cup more of the time instead of waiting around for others to do it for us?

Imagine a watering can. Magical water of pure appreciation and love sprinkles out from this can. This watering can is you and you can rain this magical water down on everyone and everything around you. This is what happy feels like. You are so full of appreciation and love that it just flows out of you easily. However, when it’s empty, you can’t rain down appreciation and love upon everyone. You need to fill up your watering can. Other people can contribute by pouring love into your watering can from time to time, and this feels refreshing, but they can’t completely fill it all the way up to the top.

The only way for it to be completely full is for you to fill it up yourself. Put the can under a faucet of magical water. Turn on the tap by saying some kind things to yourself.

Positive Self-Talk for Filling Up

* “Every week, I am learning how to love myself more.”

* “I’m proud of myself for learning new things.”

* “Every day, I can think thoughts of kindness toward myself and those around me.”

* “I’m making progress with each small step I take.”

* “I’m getting better at seeing myself with kindness.”

* “I appreciate myself. I appreciate my body. I appreciate my mind.”

* “I am learning how to navigate new situations well.”

* “I am good at helping people and I’m good at helping myself.”

* “I am learning how to think thoughts that are helpful to me.”

* “I am learning how to feel proud of myself for all the little things I do each day.”

If you’ve ever owned a plant, remember the first time you got it—you had to remember, manually, to water it each week. You had to fill up a cup of water and pour it on the plant every Saturday, and then, suddenly, it was the following Saturday and you had to remember to think: “I have to water that plant all over again!”

Fast forward a few months, and every week you are automatically filling up the cup and watering the plant without even thinking about it. You might even be doing it automatically. You see that your plant is flourishing now, and subconsciously you know you did this, and you no longer resist the task. You might even sing to the plant as you water it or think happy thoughts about how the plant looks so nice.

Much like our plants, we need to be replenished with regular nurturing and care. In the beginning, you might struggle to remember to fill up your watering can. Filling it up might feel like you are just going through the motions. After a week, some feel a shift, a lighter feeling, and it’s easier for them to radiate appreciation toward others. For others, it takes longer. Everyone moves at their own speed; there is no correct amount of time it will take. Try it a little at a time and see how it feels to you.

After you feel the shift, know that the can is not going to stay full forever simply because you filled it up one time. Just like a real watering can, you have to keep filling it up on a regular basis. But at some point, you will just do it automatically, and it will feel natural to you. The water will flow in and out easily.




Worksheet: Write it out!

Write out a few phrases you can say to yourself to fill up your watering can:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, write a few phrases of love and appreciation you can pour out onto people around you now that your watering can is replenished:
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THE VICTORY WALL
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Knowing that posting a social media “victory” stream might make you feel anxious over who likes it or doesn’t, how can you celebrate the actual victories in your life and really bask in them…without the anxiety?

Posting a photo of yourself hiking up a mountain might feel like a victory until only four people like it, in which case it might send you into an anxiety loop. You’ll probably feel frustrated, and that is not the positive feeling you were seeking when you first posted the photo.

It’s important to practice celebrating victories just for yourself, and for no other reason and no other person. This can help keep the anxiety beast at bay and boost our self-esteem.

One way to do this is to use The Victory Wall. The inspiration for this tool came to me after reading Marie Kondo’s book, The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up (2014), in which she proposes building a personal shrine of special mementos inside a closet space or on the back of a closet door. This way, every time you open the door, you think about how these things make you feel happy and appreciative.

After reading Kondo’s book, I started putting things inside my hallway closet door, like the preschool handprint paintings my kids had once made and their art class drawings. This made me feel very happy and proud of my kids every time I hung a coat up and saw these paintings. Then, I thought, we celebrate all our kids’ little victories so much, but when do we celebrate our own tiny victories…at all…or ever?

Around this time, I started to notice that a lot of my clients tended to not acknowledge their victories, big or small, for more than a fleeting moment. One client I worked with had been winning a lot of award certificates for work he had done. I asked him: “What do you do to celebrate the awards?” And he said: “I put them in the back of my desk somewhere.”

How about putting them on your own personal victory wall instead? In the privacy of your own home, somewhere you’re not worried about other people seeing it but somewhere you will see it, you can cultivate a small wall-space area where you celebrate your own successes. Perhaps, a coat closet, perhaps on a cork board in your utility room. Somewhere that’s a tiny daily reminder: “I did that! That was great! What an accomplishment! And it’s right there next to my umbrella to remind me of it!”

If using an actual wall isn’t your thing, try writing a victory list instead. This is easy to do and you can add to it a little each week. Keep a journal full of these victories, a running list that you frequently review and delight in.

It can be a beneficial nightly routine to write down five things a day that you feel proud of accomplishing, even if they’re small things. And every month, take some time to review all the things you’ve written down on your list and re-feel all those positive emotions attached to what you wrote.

No one ever has to see your victory list but you. However, you actually have to see it!



Worksheet: Write it out!

Write down a list of things you are proud of. You can put anything down that makes you feel proud (for example: conquering fears, making a new friend, visiting a new place, practicing self-care, learning a new skill). Try to list five things from the past year!

My victory list:

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

 

4. 

 

5. 
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THE VIDEO GAME
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I once asked my husband how he talks to himself throughout the day. He replied: “Sometimes, I see the day as a video game and I give myself points for everything I do.” This idea really intrigued me, so I asked: “You mean, for like, unloading the dishwasher, putting away laundry, and going to work and stuff like that?” He said: “Exactly.”

It had never occurred to me to give myself points for the work, household, and childrearing tasks that I do every day. In fact, it had never occurred to me to give myself points for anything at all, really! So, I decided to try it out for a few weeks. The more I went about my day praising myself and giving myself imaginary “points” for completing everyday stuff, the happier and calmer I felt overall. Praising myself for small things made me feel like I was making progress, even when I was doing things I had previously taken for granted. As Susan Weinschenk writes: “When we take time to notice the things that go right—it means we’re getting a lot of little rewards throughout the day” (Bratskeir, 2017).

Now, I use The Video Game as a metaphor for explaining to clients how to appreciate small successes every day, instead of diminishing them or completely ignoring them. I’ve often noticed how many highly accomplished clients have trouble connecting with their successes. When something victorious happens to them, they often downplay the achievement or list a dozen new worries about a future goal they have set, as though the success never actually happened. It’s not uncommon for me to stop a client and say: “Hey, wait a minute! Let’s slow down and appreciate the amazing thing you just did for a moment!”

Typically, sitting with their success for longer than a few minutes tends to make them feel a little uncomfortable, and they want to move on right away. This is really all of us, sometimes. We tend to rush down our to-do list so quickly that we miss out on what’s happening right in front of us and we miss out on the positive emotions we could be enjoying as a result.

One way to start feeling better about the things you do is to praise yourself for the “small wins” instead of holding off on praise until you are accomplishing “large wins.” Large wins tend to happen more rarely—and typically, someone’s idea of what qualifies as a “large win” probably looks something like: Getting married, having a baby, getting promoted, graduating school, buying a house, winning an award, starting a business, etc. These things aren’t happening on a daily basis. They’re more like “once-in-a-while” things that our society labels as “milestone goals” and can cause negative emotions to occur in people if they don’t feel like they’re reaching them all the time. The strange thing is that a lot of people, when they finally accomplish what they view as a “milestone goal,” don’t really allow themselves to feel proud, because they’re looking at the next milestone instead of noticing what is happening right there in the moment.

You have to allow yourself to feel proud of yourself.

You have to practice the feeling you want to feel. You can do this by practicing feeling proud of yourself more frequently throughout the day for little things you do. Practice appreciating the things that are already working out for you right now.

When I ask clients what they did last week, it’s not uncommon for them to answer: “Oh, nothing. I was pretty unproductive.” And then, they might proceed to list about a dozen things that they did…that don’t really sound like nothing. But to them, these things feel like nothing. And that’s the part we can start to change! How you feel about the things you do is affected by the thoughts you think about them.

Where many people get stuck is that they were taught growing up that “bragging is wrong” or that “I’ll become an obnoxious, unbearable person if I admit I have any success” and other variations of this distorted cognitive belief. But with some probing, you might discover that it’s not about you feeling good about you, what you are actually trying to avoid is purposely making other people feel bad. But…if you are actually feeling good about yourself, this would probably not even occur to you to do. Typically, when we actually feel good, we become more positive and more generous to those around us, not the other way around.

Ask yourself: “What strange belief might I have about not allowing myself to feel good about myself and the things that I accomplish? Do I want to carry this belief forward with me?”

To use The Video Game, imagine your day is a video game where you get a certain amount of points for completing each task. You learned to make your own soup from scratch—Good job! Five points! You helped your kids with homework—Great job! Five points! You managed to answer all your work emails by 6 pm—Amazing job! Five points! Or vary the points depending on how difficult the task was: You changed a flat tire…Ten points! You negotiated for a different job title with your supervisor…15 points!

How you envision the point system is up to you. You don’t even need to give yourself points, so long as you are actively praising yourself every time you do a small thing on your list. And then, try to feel the feeling of doing a great job afterward. What does that feel like to you? Pride? Happiness? Relief? Feel those feelings, even if it’s just for a minute or two. Even if it feels uncomfortable at first. New feelings often feel uncomfortable when you first start practicing them.

Start to give yourself more credit for everything you do throughout the day. Here is a sample list of small wins for one day:

1. I helped my kids with homework.

2. I remembered to take a break for a half hour.

3. I got through all my work emails by the end of the day.

4. I started working on a creative project.

5. I folded all the laundry.

6. I went for a nice long walk.

7. I finished reading another chapter of a good book.

8. I cooked dinner for my family.

9. I took a few minutes to stretch at the end of the day.

10. I remembered to write in my journal.

That’s just a sample list of ten. Now it’s time to make your own and, if you want, give yourself points for everything you did on your list. Then, add up your points and feel like you really leveled up for the day!



Worksheet: Write it out!

Write out every “small win” you had today. Add up the total points and allow yourself to feel proud of yourself!








	Small wins

	Points




	1)

	



	2)

	



	3)

	



	4)

	



	5)

	



	6)

	



	7)

	



	8)

	



	9)

	



	10)

	



	
	Total points:
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THE APPRECIATION GLASSES
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Imagine a pair of magical glasses in front of you. Put them on. When you look around the room you’re in, you will now appreciate everything you notice in a new way. For instance:

Look at that throw pillow. It has such a cool black and white design on it. Someone had to design that and then sew it and then add so much detail to it. I appreciate that pillow.

Look at that candle! Candles are so cool. I wonder how that one was made, how they came up with that scent. I appreciate that candle.

Look at my cat! He always looks so happy. I appreciate my cat and how happy he looks right now.

Listen to this wonderful music. Isn’t it amazing that I can play any music I can think of on my phone? I am so grateful for the technology that makes this happen.

Try to see ten things around you with new appreciation using your new glasses. You can choose people, pets, colors, objects, furniture, art, views, trees, or whatever is around you that inspires you to appreciate it. Bask in the feeling of gratitude from shifting your perspective to seeing things you feel grateful for that you tend to take for granted. Gratitude helps your brain by creating dopamine surges, which give you an instant feeling of pleasure, and gratitude also reduces our cortisol levels, making us feel less stressed overall.


Neuroscience nugget: Studies have shown that gratitude isn’t just beneficial for our brains, it’s good for our hearts, too! According to UC Davis Health: “Gratitude is associated with higher levels of good cholesterol (HDL), lower levels of bad cholesterol (LDL), and lower systolic and diastolic blood pressure, both at rest and in the face of stress. It also has been linked with higher levels of heart rate variability, a marker of cardiac coherence, or a state of harmony in the nervous system and heart rate that is equated with less stress and mental clarity” (UC Davis Health, 2015).



Every night, put on the Appreciation Glasses and write down in a journal ten new things you see in a new appreciative way. You can write it as a simple list of words (pillow, candle, music), or you can write full sentences like: “I appreciate Mozart because his music is so inspiring.”

You can write down anything you want as long as it follows the rules:

* You have to let yourself actually feel the appreciation for the thing/animal/person as you write it down.

* Aim for at least ten! If you’re only writing down one thing, you aren’t allowing yourself to feel the feeling for long enough to cause the cortisol drop to happen. The more you write, the more you will feel gratitude, and the more your body and brain will thank you. You can do it!



Worksheet: Write it out!

Put on the Appreciation Glasses. Write down ten things you appreciate right now as you look around you. Start the list off by writing “I appreciate…” and then fill out your list:

 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

 

4. 

 

5. 

 

6. 

 

7. 

 

8. 

 

9. 

 

10. 
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THE MINI SELF-HYPNOSIS
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I went through a phase when I was listening to guided hypnosis sessions on YouTube every night to help me relax. There was one hypnotist in particular who had a very soothing Australian accent and spoke very slowly, which I found very calming. The only problem was, I never made it past the first ten minutes of what he was saying because I’d always fall asleep. There would be something about approaching a tree…and I never found out what happened after you got to the tree…even when I really wanted to know what was beyond the tree! While the idea of hypnosis was fascinating, I started to think about how this concept might be applied during a conscious state—one that didn’t always end with me falling asleep on the sofa.

A Scottish doctor named James Baird first developed the idea of self-hypnosis in the 1800s. He believed that by talking to yourself in a way that directed your focus to a desired outcome, you could help pave the way for your brain to accomplish things in the future.


Neuroscience nugget: Hypnosis can be a useful way to program your brain to experience future events in a more positive way. According to Brendan Smith, author of “Hypnosis Today”, studies showed that after undergoing surgery: “Patients who received hypnosis reported less post-surgical pain, nausea, fatigue and discomfort” (Smith, 2011).



Learning more about hypnosis inspired an idea. What if I did Mini Self-Hypnosis sessions on myself throughout the day? What if they were super-mini sessions that were only a few seconds long and just involved me mentally prepping myself to feel better after I did small tasks each day?

On the particular day I thought of this, I was feeling very physically worn out. I looked at a glass of water in my hand. I thought to myself: “After I finish drinking this glass of water, I am going to feel refreshed and happy.” And then, I drank the water. And then, I forgot about it for a few hours.

Later, I was eating lunch with another glass of water beside it and I remembered. I thought: “When I finish drinking this glass of water, I will feel so much better. I will feel happier and lighter throughout the day.” The strange thing was, I did actually start feeling better after the second glass of water. By the fourth or fifth glass of water later in the day, I was starting to think these thoughts more easily. And then, I got distracted by other things.

The next day, when opening the door to my office, I remembered The Mini Self-Hypnosis Session, and thought: “When I open my office door and step inside, I will feel calm and relaxed and my day will flow easily.” All day long, whenever I went through my office door, I thought a similar thought. I started to notice it shifted things for me and that my day really seemed to flow more easily than usual.

The way it works is: Before you do a tiny thing like drinking a glass of water or opening your office door, you program a positive future feeling for yourself to have in the next moment. You can do it with any small daily task you have to do. I would suggest choosing a task that repeats enough but not so much that it feels overwhelming. For me, drinking a glass of water was a good start because I only drink so many glasses of water a day. Sometimes, I would forget to do it, and that’s fine, too. You don’t have to do it a lot to feel it working. It also helped me to picture the task ending (like finishing the glass of water and then tagging on a general positive thought about my future mood).

Try to see what feels fun for you. Don’t overdo the task. For instance, don’t pick breathing or something you do all the time. Pick something you only do a few times day to begin with. You can also do this for particular situations you are struggling with. For example: “When I open the door after my meeting, I will feel relieved that it is over and I will feel like having fun,” or “When I get in my car after work today, I will feel lighter and happier,” or “When I finish reading this chapter in this book, I will feel calm and relaxed.”

See what works for you! Try pre-planning positive associations with future events for your brain to experience.



Worksheet: Write it out!

Pick a task that you do two to four times a day that feels natural and easy. Then, pre-plan how you want to feel after you do the task.

Mini-self hypnosis thought:

When I finish . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ,

I will feel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . and . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Mini-self hypnosis thought:

When I finish  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ,

I will feel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . and . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Mini-self hypnosis thought:

When I finish  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ,

I will feel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . and . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Now, record the results. Which ones worked for you?
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CHAPTER 5

When You’re Worried 
About the Future

THE WORRY BALLOON

[image: image]

Before we clear our minds to get focused on what we want in the future, let’s start afresh by releasing our current worries. Imagine your current worry is inside a regular-sized helium balloon on a string. Just like when you were a kid and had a balloon, when you start moving or get distracted, the balloon tries to float upward and leave you, but you keep yanking it back down with the string as it tries to escape.

This is just like worry. If you let it go, it will float up, up into the sky, getting smaller and smaller and smaller until it’s just a dot, and then the dot is barely visible, and then it’s gone. You don’t have to keep pulling the balloon down by its string. That’s just the learned habit of thinking in an anxious way. Whenever you think about this current worry, you’re yanking it down on the string and not letting the worry balloon escape.

Imagine letting the worry balloon go. Just release it and watch it disappear into the clouds. Resist the urge to grab the string as it slips upward and vanishes by telling yourself: “It’s okay to let this balloon go.” Let yourself feel the relief when you can no longer see the balloon by taking a long deep breath.

Sometimes, we feel like if we hold on to the balloon, something good will come of it. If this is one of your core beliefs, it’s worth examining. Ask yourself: “Why am I holding on to this balloon? What am I gaining from it? Is this balloon helping me or not helping me?”

If you can’t figure out why, you can try saying to yourself: “I will hold on to this balloon to think over until 6 pm tonight. At 6 pm tonight, it will be balloon release time.”

Then, don’t think too much about it until then. At 6 pm (or whatever time you select), release the mental worry balloon into the sky and let it go like you promised yourself you would.

If you have multiple worries, you can write them each on an imaginary balloon and have a balloon launch party in your mind where you send them all up and up and up into space at the scheduled time you have made for yourself. Watch them all drift upward, growing smaller and smaller and finally vanishing.

Now, tell yourself: “As I move into my future, I don’t need to pull any of these balloon strings back down again. I can let them all go now and watch them float away and feel the relief that follows.”



Worksheet: Draw it out!

Write your current worries on the balloon below. Then, close your eyes and imagine it drifting off into the sky, getting smaller and smaller until it’s gone.

[image: image]
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THE STORY PEN

[image: image]

When you’re experiencing a negative emotion, it’s easy to tell a negative story about yourself. The negative story you might tell yourself is typically that you are somehow a “bad” person because of x, y, and z. Then, you spend the rest of the negative story adding to the reasons and justifications that you are “bad” person, almost as if you are a negativity lawyer building a solid case against yourself to convince yourself to feel awful.

For example: You receive an overdue bill notice because you haven’t paid your credit card bill.> The story you tell yourself is: “I am a bad person because I don’t pay my bills,” and this leads to bad related stories like: “I am horrible because I owe money,” or “I have always been bad with money and deserve this,” or “Everyone else figures out how to manage their money except me because there is something fundamentally wrong with me.” Feeling awful is now achieved.

Another example: Someone you like doesn’t call you back after your first date. The story you tell yourself is:> “I am unlikable.” This leads to a downward spiral of linking thoughts: “Everyone I like hates me because I am a flawed person,” or “I shouldn’t have talked so much on the date; I am unlovable.” Feeling awful is now achieved.

The way to stop the negative story is to label it at the onset moment. You can start by saying the words in your head: “My current story about this is…” and then fill in the blank. Much like The Nametag, this allows us to pull back and separate our own identity out of our negative thought pattern. Then, the next step is to think about a new and more positive story that you want to tell yourself instead.

Here are some examples:









	Situation

	My current story

	My new story




	Overdue bill

	“I am terrible with money.”

	“I’m figuring things out. I’m getting better at managing my finances each year.”




	Date didn’t call

	“I am unlovable.”

	“I am learning to love myself no matter what the circumstances are. How I love and appreciate myself is the most important thing.”






What are some current negative stories you tell about yourself that you would like to change to newer, more positive ones? Try journaling out your current stories, and then, try rewriting them in a more helpful way that helps you speak in a kinder way to yourself about yourself.

Tell the Story You Want to Live

It’s time to pick up a new imaginary Story Pen and write a new chapter in your book. The goal is to feel positive emotions while you write and to start to imagine yourself as the hero of your own story.

It can be helpful to mindfully listen to your stories more often and not just the ones you are telling yourself. What stories do you tell other people about yourself? Are you telling people that you’re a failure? You have bad luck? You’re bad at things?

Use your imagination to picture a good 
future instead of a bad one.

Start to tell them your new story instead! It’s going to take a little practice as you adjust to telling the new story about yourself. It might feel uncomfortable at first because you might feel more used to the negative stories instead. Just start practicing a little at a time. It will start to feel more comfortable over time. Eventually, you may start to fully embrace this new story and all the positive feelings that come along with it. In the words of author Joseph Campbell: “The big question is whether or not you are going to be able to say a hearty ‘yes’ to your adventure” (Campbell, Moyers, and Flowers, 1991, p.206).

Pick up a new pen and start writing a new chapter in your book!




Worksheet: Write it out!

Using yourself as the hero, describe this new upcoming chapter of your life going forward as though it is a story you are writing with a magical pen. Start with the week ahead of you and plan out some positive emotions/experiences that you would like to have. Tell the story you want to live in the future:
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THE FUTURE VICTORY WALL

[image: image]

To close out this book, I wanted to leave you with a tool to visualize all of the wonderful victories you are going to have in your future. To do this, you will need to create a Future Victory Wall.

Some people like to make physical vision boards, which are a similar concept, and originally, that’s what I set out to do many years ago. I had read about making vision boards and decided this sounded interesting. However, the problem with me making a vision board is:

* I don’t like collages because it’s too much work to print out photos, find glue, and then glue them to a poster board.

* I don’t know where to put the giant collage poster board I’ve made after I’ve made it!

It just all seemed like too much work. So, I took a different approach. I started trying to make a giant digital vision board using Photoshop. However, trying to resize all the photos and wedge them together into one giant photo did not prove to be very fun and the mission was quickly abandoned.

I decided it had to be easier! And more fun! First of all, I wasn’t going to call it a vision board because I had already associated vision boards with the frustrations listed above. Instead, I was going to call it a Future Victory Wall. And, the best part was, it was just going to just be a folder I created on the desktop of my computer labelled: Future Victory Wall. Because, let’s face it, making a folder on your desktop takes three seconds to do. And that felt simpler, easier, and more fun to me.

I started selecting stock photos I found online that matched a general idea of what I wanted to have in my visualized future. Then, all I would do is drag and drop the selected photos into the Future Victory Wall folder. That’s it! Super easy!

Every week or two, I opened the folder, clicked “gallery view,” and enjoyed all the wonderful images I had dropped inside. For example, I dropped a photo of two smiling kids to represent how I see my kids growing up strong and healthy. I dropped in beautiful houses I pictured myself living in, new cities I wanted to visit, a beach I wanted to walk down, and all sorts of happy objects that represented wonderful things to me that would be enjoyable.

When I pick an image, if it makes me smile, I know it is a good one for me to put in my folder. Sometimes, when I am bored, I go on a hunt for new images online that will make me smile. I don’t always look through my folder on gallery view, I typically just drop the images in on a regular basis. I often save viewing all of these delightful images as a good pick-me-up when I feel unmotivated.

How to Build Your Future Victory Wall

1. Create a folder on your computer’s desktop called: Future Victory Wall (or whatever wording works best for you).

2. Find various pictures that symbolize things you want to experience in the future, and only pick images that make you smile or feel happy when you see them.

3. When you want to feel inspired or motivated, open up the Future Victory Wall folder and select “gallery view.” Scroll through all the photos and feel the feelings you want to feel when you eventually experience those things in the future. Then, add some new photos, and repeat the process again.

You don’t have to be too specific about the images as long as they symbolically represent something to you. For instance, if you want to picture yourself getting a raise, you can pick a photo of a stack of dollar bills or whatever representative symbol you can find. If you want to take a vacation but you don’t know where to, just pick any photo that represents a relaxing vacation to you, even if it’s just a photo of the ocean.

Always check in with yourself: “Does this image make me smile? Or, does this image make me feel like: ‘Why don’t I have this now?’” You want the image that makes you smile, not the latter. When you flip through your images in your folder, they should fill you with a positive feeling, and even give you a little chuckle, or at least make you feel hopeful and lighter about the future.

If you want to win an award, get a kitten, or move to a new city, find images that represent all these things to you, even if all you have in your folder is a stock image of a cartoon trophy, a street sign, and a cat. Put them all in your folder; don’t overthink it too much. Whatever makes you smile is working for you! Everyone’s symbolic images are different. The point is to connect with positive, hopeful feelings about the future more frequently, and to start picturing how you want your life to feel.

If you can remember, take some time each week to look at your images. Schedule it into your regular routine. Every so often, I take a little time to look at the images, to feel happy while looking at them, and to really appreciate how many of the things that I once put in my Future Victory Wall folder have now actually become a part of my current reality.

What types of fun and happy images will you put in your folder? What types of adventures ahead will you say a hearty “yes” to?


A Few Thoughts

As you continue to practice all of the tools that you’ve now learned, try to simplify things down more, try to monitor your energy meter frequently, and try to extract unnecessary tasks to make things easier on yourself. Be kind and gentle in the words you choose to say to yourself.

Appreciate the people/things/animals around you daily. Use your shrink ray, your fun distractions, your sifters, your mini self-hypnosis, and your levels, your balloon launch party, or any tools that worked well for you, as much as you can remember to do them.

Praise yourself as much as possible, even for the tiny things you do every day. Fill up your watering can frequently. Start building your Future Victory Wall, brick by brick.

It only takes a few small changes in your thinking each day to have a big overall effect on your entire life. With persistence, your external life will start to match your internal one, and your internal one will feel much lighter and happier.

You will find you are flipping the coin over to fun more often than anxious. And after some time and practice, you won’t even notice when you are flipping the coin over at all. It will just come naturally to you.

[image: image]






Anxiety Support Resources

Psychotherapist directories in the US

Psychology Today: http://psychologytoday.com

Therapy Den: http://therapyden.com

Psychotherapist directories in the UK

NHS: www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-therapies-service

Counselling Directory: www.counselling-directory.org.uk

Anxiety support websites and hotlines

Anxiety and Depression Association of America: https://adaa.org

American mental health hotlines/NAMI: www.nami.org/Support-Education/NAMI-HelpLine/Top-HelpLine-Resources

Anxiety UK: www.anxietyuk.org.uk

Mind helpline: www.mind.org.uk/information-support/helplines

Anxiety charities

Brain and Behavior Research Foundation: www.bbrfoundation.org

No Panic: www.nopanic.org.uk
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“Williams helps us find the fun in combating our daily anxieties. It’s a brilliant approach. Her tools spark our creativity and help us realize that small shifts in our thinking can lower our stress levels. Her sharing of personal anecdotes makes her relatable and puts the reader at ease. This is the sort of self-help book that makes you feel like you can truly change your life and smile while doing it.”

—Ezra Werb, educational therapist and author of 
Teach for Attention! A Tool Belt of Strategies for 
Engaging Students with Attention Challenges

“Can coping with anxiety really be fun? With this anxiety toolkit, it certainly is! Tools such as Task Extractors, Brain Bouncing, and Shrink Rays make scientifically grounded strategies easily digestible, creative, and even entertaining. Risa Williams has transformed an overwhelming chore of tackling anxiety into succinct, light-hearted, actionable strategies that are useful at any age.”

—Erica Curtis, LMFT, board certified art therapist, 
author of The Innovative Parent: Raising Connected, 
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—Eden Byrne, LMFT (licensed marriage and 
family therapist and EMDR practitioner)

“Risa Williams is the ultimate battery recharger. In The Ultimate Anxiety Toolkit, she provides a step-by-step roadmap to transmute anxiety into accomplishment and fear into action. Loaded with neuroscience nuggets these exercises and short chapters provide practical advice for increasing confidence and writing yourself a new narrative.”

—Mike Sonksen, professor and author of Letters to My City
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