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		A note on the client examples

		

		The book has a lot of references to my clients’ struggles and their inner journeys as they learnt to manage their own anxiety. The word ‘client’ doesn’t do any justice to the therapy relationship. However, I find the term ‘patient’ very labelling so I made a choice to refer to them as ‘clients’ throughout the book.

		The names, ages and other identifying details about clients have been changed to protect their privacy. References used in the book are from my clinical practice and experience from 2004 to 2020.

		

		Disclaimer

		

		The content and information provided in the book is a primer for all of you as readers to understand your relationship with anxiety. This is in no way a substitute for individual therapy. The techniques mentioned in the book are based on research and my experience, at the same time they may not work for everyone.

		


		
			Foreword
		

		

		OKAY, really speaking, there is a lot to be anxious about so don’t worry about picking up this book and looking inside. You’re not alone. You have a right to be anxious. We all are.

		But most of the time it’s not the Big Issues that worry us. Yes, we’re all concerned about global warming and the unequal society and the rise of political leaders of doubtful intelligence and probity. But sometimes, it’s just the feeling that you’re not doing it right; that you’re not maximizing your life; that it’s all passing you by. All around you, your friends seem to be leading great lives. Everyone you know has moved to Goa and they all live in a big house with a balcao and a luscious garden. Or they are all on vacation, with the sea glittering behind like an accomplished extra. If they’re at home, Ma has just whipped up another batch of some beautiful old recipe that Phuiji handed over on her deathbed. A well-groomed dog is doing his adorable shtick or a cat is behaving with inhuman chic. And you look up from the little screen of your phone and your life is a sad mess. Even the peltophorum in the street outside has decided not to bloom in time for you to combat your best friend’s roktokorobi pictures.

		And the anxiety begins: Why is my life not like theirs?

		The answer is simple, of course. Your life is exactly like theirs. Your feed is as much of a lie as theirs. You curate your world and decide what is instafriendly just as much as they do. Your feed is giving someone else the same jitters right now. But when you’re not at your best, social media can turn from a way to spend a few minutes looking at all the things other people find exciting into a trigger for doubt and self-hate. Then you discover that the few minutes have turned into a few hours and you haven’t done what you were supposed to do. You’ve been goofing off.

		More anxiety.

		‘We Are Social and Hootsuite’s Global Digital Report for 2019 revealed that world internet users are spending about six hours forty-two minutes online every day. That’s more than one hundred days of online time per user per year. At least half of this time was spent on the phone.’

		This was news to me but hardly surprising. I would be really startled if that number hasn’t spiked during the lockdown. In the old days, people stared at you, stared past you, simply stared. Their gazes were not acquisitive, they were looking because their eyes were open, and their minds were not occupied. This often discomfited the busy, the urban, the sophisticated mindworkers. But today, that gaze has been turned on to a small screen through which flows everything: cat videos, sexual material, friendship requests, food porn, family histories, commercial offers, and sometimes bona fide news. No one can keep track. No one ever could, not since Gutenberg’s revolution but no one was ever expected to. But today there seems to be no excuse. Your boss expects you to know what s/he knows; s/he also expects you to have a similar understanding of that knowledge and expects that you will have incorporated that similar understanding into your actions and responses. This is impossible because your processing is completely different from your boss’ because we are all totally unique. Except we’re expected not to be. Our uniqueness must be used homoeopathically, in discreet dilutions so that we bring innovation to the table but not personality. What’s not to be anxious?

		You turn to the news and you find that the world has turned into a slanging match. Everyone is shouting angrily at someone else. Everyone is saying that if this is not attended to, the apocalypse will happen now. If it is being attended to, the solution is all wrong. Tomorrow, a new issue will come down the pike and that will mean the end of the world as we know it again. And each time the feeling: why don’t I care? Or if you care, have I cared enough? Or if you care enough, am I caring too much? And also: what can I do?

		Anxiety, chronic anxiety, seems to be the virus in our new software. But this is also because we want so much more from our world. I think of generations who went before us who endured dead-end jobs and did not expect to make charts of what they wanted out of their jobs. They knew what they wanted: the wherewithal to make ends meet, to pay for better lives for their children. They took the needless cruelty of tin-pot dictator bosses; they did repetitive and mindless jobs; they sat in airless offices with slow-moving fans where the toilets were always blocked and they didn’t expect better. It’s a good thing we do; it’s a bad thing we do. Because once you ask for creative satisfaction, for a sense of purpose, for some idea of where the job stands in the greater scheme of things, you might be setting yourself up for a disappointment. I don’t know how many seats in engineering colleges are filled with young women and men who want to be filmmakers or poets or dancers; but I’m guessing it’s a fair few.

		What’s not to be anxious?

		Oh sorry, I am writing this in the time of the coronavirus and we don’t know if that will be the end of the world as we know it.

		What better time to be reading this book?

		

		*

		

		There was a time when you wanted your life to be the way it is now. As a child, you looked at how much agency your parents had, what complete control they had over the world. You looked at the freedom of elder siblings and cousins and you thought you would love to be there, to be able to do all that, to think and feel and then put those thoughts and feelings into words and actions and have an influence on the way the world was. If your Dad wanted eggs for breakfast, he got eggs. When your elder brother got a call from a friend, he got dressed and left with barely a cursory word tossed over his shoulder. That would be the life, you think.

		I know the feeling.

		I have spent all my life in a one-bedroom-hall-kitchen in Bombay. I wanted to be able to live on my own. I dreamed about it. I knew what my ‘pad’ would look like. I would have real art on the walls. I would have a single divan for all the prurient imaginings an adolescent could think up. I got this dream, in part when I won the Chevening Scholarship for Mid-Career Journalists and went to live in London. One of the perks of the scholarship was keys to a flat in Tottenham Court Road, much to myself. I could finally close the door and be alone.

		I found I was lonely.

		That’s the crappy thing about dreams and life. Things have a habit of not working out. If you don’t get what you dream of, you end up disappointed. If you get what you dream of, you find that the dream has been supplanted by something bigger and better, just beyond the horizon of your expectations. Either way, anxiety. No doubt there’s an evolutionary theory that can explain why we are never happy, why we aren’t really built for contentment. If we could be contented, perhaps we’d still be a hunter-gatherer species, living in equitable harmonious relations with the rest of the natural world. Perhaps most of our time would still be spent in gathering food and a bunch of ripe berries would be cause for celebration. Perhaps we’d never have built cities and publishing empires and there would be no need for books like this.

		But we’re not like that. We built ourselves an interesting complex world because we had interesting complex brains. And now we must live in a matrix whose permutations and combinations keep changing. A friend of mine told me a story that I thought was illustrative. He and his wife were going to see her sister. They were going over with the express purpose of showing support because his brother-in-law had lost his job. Only, he was not supposed to know this.

		‘But I do know,’ he said plaintively.

		‘Yes, but you must act as if you don’t know.’

		‘Darling, do you know?’

		‘Of course, I know. I’m her sister.’

		‘But I’m your husband. Surely, she knows you’ll have told me.’

		‘Of course, she knows you know. But you can’t show that you know until she tells you.’

		‘And should I act shocked when she tells me?’ he asked ironically. She missed the irony and considered the question carefully. Then: ‘No, don’t be shocked because you act so badly.’

		We’ve all been here. You must know but you must also not show that you know. You may know that the other person knows that you know but you must not allow that to surface. This economy of information makes an ordinary evening into a minefield. This isn’t really global warming or the rise of fascism but really speaking, it’s the little foxes that spoil the vines.

		

		*

		

		It seems like everything is booby-trapped. You want to enjoy something but you’re afraid you’ll get your expectations too high. Set them too low and you wonder if you’re not short-changing yourself.

		As Sonali Gupta reminds us, ‘...we can only learn to manage anxiety. It’s not going to go away completely.’

		If you want a useful way to think about it, consider this. Imagine a loved one. Imagine that they no longer have any anxiety at all. Her/his life is free of all portents and prognostications. She floats through life on a pink cloud of expecting the best to happen. (Have you perhaps stumbled into Voltaire’s Candide?) Now imagine her/him coming home one day and telling you that she has promised to give a feckless colleague a huge loan.

		‘But you gave him some money already and he hasn’t paid that back,’ you say.

		‘I know,’ she says. ‘You know, I thought he’d forgotten about it because he never mentioned it once after I gave him the money. But he did say I have to pay you your fifty thousand...’

		‘Wasn’t it seventy thousand?’

		‘Yes, I think it was, but I felt so bad because he was telling me about this great idea he has for which he needs five lakhs...’

		She should be anxious. You end up anxious for her and wishing she could have a little touch of self-preservation.

		Anxiety can be a good servant but a bad master. This book will help you make a good servant out of an emotion that was built into us so that we might survive. For when it takes over, say in the middle of the night, when it’s often at its worst, you can ask yourself in a stern voice: ‘What have you got to be anxious about?’

		If you choose to be honest at that moment, the answer is terrifying: ‘Nothing. I don’t have a reason to be anxious. But I am.’

		That is perhaps the time to check whether you need help. You could turn to a friend. Some friends have a wonderful adsorptive capacity; they do not absorb it by taking it into themselves; they take it away by gathering it on their surface and then letting it go. These you should bind to yourself with hoops of steel, as the Bard said, for they are exceptionally gifted at friendship. Most people aren’t. Many of your friends may try to help by pooh-poohing your anxieties. They feel that if they say you have no reason to be anxious, you’ll feel better. They say things like, ‘You’re young, you’re good-looking, you have a good job, you have a nice family, why should you be anxious?’ This might make you feel as if they’re being dismissive; as if they’re not accepting the validity of your emotional state. Others may display a competitive streak. ‘You have worries? You think you have worries. Wait until you hear my worries,’ they begin and they’re off on a litany of complaints. Instead of getting some comfort, you end up having to offer some.

		Which is where this book comes in. You could do some of the things that Sonali Gupta suggests and you could argue with her over some of the others. That there is space in this book for you to write in seems very important to me. It means that you are doing something about what you are feeling. And to take charge of that, to start work becomes an important step. You are no longer in the position of being lectured or being told what is wrong with you. You are now working on your issues.

		I believe that if you use this book, rather than just reading it, if you make it your own, it will help resolve some of the questions you’ve been asking yourself, the most disturbing of which often is: ‘Is this normal or am I going nuts?’

		Sometimes when the new normal seems nuts, it is difficult to tell.

		This is our world. It is fluid, mutating all the time, unpredictable and often wildly exciting. The problem with exciting is that it is only a shade away from frightening.

		But in that wonderful American phrase, it is what it is.

		However, it is what it is because we are what we are.

		But that does not mean we can’t turn the dial down a bit and look for old bits of our emotional DNA where there still crouches a wide-eyed child, capable of wonder, made happy by a rainbow-hued puddle, still dreaming of the first rain.

		

		Jerry Pinto

		At home, 2020

		


		
			Introduction
		

		

		WRITING this introduction while we are in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis feels surreal. This is that strange time, where my concerns and my client’s concerns are exactly the same. We are both united by this palpable anxiety which can be felt even on video calling sessions. There is this strange solidarity in knowing that. Whether it’s young clients who belong to Gen-Z, millennials, boomers, everyone is articulating similar concerns and it is complicated. As I conduct therapy sessions from my living room, my anxieties are also about not being able to offer tissues to my clients when they cry. Clients are worried about their relationships and work and say that their panic attacks are back. They have begun to re-examine their relationship with news updates and social media, which is triggering for them. For some, deeply buried beliefs about self-esteem have also resurfaced.

		All that I know, and have understood, about anxiety is becoming clearer as I watch people across the globe struggle with feelings of uncertainty brought on by this pandemic. I have begun to realize that while we all are so different as people, at the core, we are similar and possibly connected to one another through our shared vulnerabilities. Maybe we all are together in this collective anxiety.

		A variety of reasons motivated me to write it. I have struggled with anxiety too, at various stages in my life, and to be honest, I’m still anxious about how this book will be received. At the same time, I have learnt that it’s possible to identify the triggers and manage anxiety. The idea of writing this book is for people to have an emotional toolkit that can help them take care of themselves.

		In my work, I have seen themes and key areas around which people are more likely to get anxious. The book is structured keeping that in mind. While I have explored loneliness and marital relationships, and their relationship to anxiety, briefly in the book, I think both those topics are expansive in themselves and demand separate books for me to do them any justice. I have made a very conscious choice not to explore anxiety disorders in detail.

		Over the last sixteen years, I have had the privilege to work with clients who have trusted me and worked hard in therapy. So many clients have learnt to use the techniques that are mentioned, addressed irrational beliefs, and that has reduced the intensity of anxiety in their life. My struggles and coping mechanisms find a mention in the book as well. I suggest that as you read this book, keep a diary and pen next to you so that you can do the activities mentioned in the book and use them to introspect and become aware of your own patterns.

		My hope is that this book helps you too and, if it does, I’d love to hear those stories.

		

		Sonali
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			PART ONE
		

		

		
			Understanding Anxiety
		

		


		
			1
		

		

		
			Age of Anxiety
		

		

		‘I’m a hamster on a wheel. I have a good job, partner and children, but I can’t seem to get my brain to slow down. It’s as if I’m never on a break. I feel a fogginess in my head, and my family thinks that I’m never relaxed. My life appears to be going fine but this restlessness is exhausting. I’m overwhelmed. I have been toying with the idea of taking a sabbatical just so that I can slow down and tune out.’

		– Mikhail, 44-year-old media professional

		

		‘I’m constantly overthinking. I contemplate the most random things and grapple with the feeling that something is going to go wrong. I want to date people, but I’m worried about what my parents will think. Then, I start to wonder if my friends really like me. I feel anxious, guilty and out of control.’

		– Ranjana, 19-year-old college student

		

		‘I’m a regular at work, in a steady relationship and I live in a decent rental flat in Bandra. Technically, I have no reason to complain. Yet, when my boss doesn’t smile at me, my mind automatically jumps to the conclusion that I have done something wrong. Then, there are days when I’m scrolling through social media, and my heart begins to beat very fast. When I see others posting about their success, I begin to panic. On most days it seems as if my brain is on a loop telling me how I’m not good enough.’

		– Mahek, 28-year-old lawyer

		

		WHEN I started my therapy practice about sixteen years back, the number of clients who reached out regarding their anxiety was not so high. However, from 2013-14 onwards, that number has phenomenally increased across genders.

		So many of my clients felt that ‘overwhelming’ was the word of the year for 2019 and, with COVID-19, I still hear so many people tell me that. Based on my practice, I’d say that today, anxiety tops the list when it comes to concerns, followed by relationships and loneliness. In fact, on most days, at least two out of four clients talk about their anxiety in my therapy sessions. The anxiety can be in relation to their self-esteem, relationships, competence, parental approval or work.

		People across age groups are now reaching out for anxiety concerns, starting from clients as young as fifteen. Although most clients are between the ages of fifteen and fifty-five years. These clients report feeling exhausted, bogged down by constant mental chatter, and battle intrusive thoughts that impact their morale, productivity and overall emotional state.

		

		UNDERSTANDING ANXIETY

		

		Anxiety is an emotion we all know. I don’t think there is any one of us who has never experienced it. What does vary is the intensity, manifestation and frequency of how our anxiety shows up.

		In simple terms, anxiety can be understood as a feeling of restlessness or uneasiness which primarily has to do with the tasks or actions lined up for the future.

		At the same time, we can feel anxious about how others are going to perceive some of our behaviours or actions. For e.g., a client of mine who had to cancel a dinner engagement because he had a high fever. He spent almost half a day ruminating over how his cancellation would anger others. When he called the hosts, they were very understanding, leaving him to wonder why he spent the day in a super anxious state.

		This sense of self-doubt, where we begin to second-guess our own capacity to deal with certain situations, is another manifestation of anxiety. I recall a client, prone to anxiety spirals, being worried about being able to sit through a two-hour-long flight—she had been on a plane earlier and never had any trouble.

		What lies at the basis of anxiety are our own thoughts which determine how every situation is perceived and interpreted.

		The feeling that is deeply connected to anxiety is that of a lack of control in situations, which manifests itself through our incessant negative thoughts, overwhelming emotional reactions and even physiological symptoms such as rapid breathing, shortness of breath and other physiological symptoms.

		A quote attributed to poet Khalil Gibran sums it up beautifully: ‘Our anxiety does not come from thinking about the future but from wanting to control it.’

		

		The silver lining here is that anxiety can be managed.

		

		HOW ANXIETY MANIFESTS ITSELF

		

		SYMPTOMS OF ANXIETY

		

		The American Psychological Association (APA) defines anxiety as an ‘emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes like increased blood pressure’. Using this definition, we can identify the various ways anxiety can manifest for individuals.

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		Anxiety, like anger, can often get locked in our physical body.

		The four areas of the body that are most vulnerable—or where anxiety ends up manifesting the most—include the back, stomach, skin and head. When our emotional health manifests itself in the form of physical symptoms, it is known as psychosomatic illness. What’s happening in our ‘psyche’ finds its release in the ‘soma’ or the body. Austrian neurologist and founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud introduced the term psychosomatic illness¹ for this condition.

		Anxiety can manifest itself in the form of headaches and stiffness in the back, shoulder and neck. The gut is another organ impacted by anxiety. Stomach cramps, the frequent urge to urinate, constipation and even Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) are all signs. I have seen both men and women struggle with debilitating physiological symptoms as a result of their emotional anxiety. For instance, many clients who struggle with perfectionism, and are constantly wired or hypercautious, suffer from IBS. Skin redness, hives and blotches—like an allergic reaction—are also triggered by anxiety. These may be psychosomatic ailments, but often you need to work with a physician to manage them as the pain is real and often debilitating.

		At times, anxiety shows up either in behaviours that we engage in or ones that—though essential—we avoid addressing. After the physical symptoms, these clearly are the most noticeable and tangible aspects of anxiety which, by itself, is invisible. A 40-year-old male client of mine who is highly functional tells me that he knows his anxiety levels are on the rise when he feels the need for a cigarette break or on days when he spends a lot of time on social media apps.

		

		TRIGGERS

		

		Based on my experience, here is a list of life events and situations that can possibly lead to anxiety. I call them latent anxiety triggers because while these events have the capacity to arouse anxiety, not everyone will be similarly impacted.

		It is important to be mindful of when anxiety caused by these events exceeds so-called ‘normal levels’ and interferes with your ability to function effectively. You could use the criteria I’ve outlined in the section on the difference between normal levels of anxiety and anxiety that needs clinical attention to identify your condition (see p. 17).

		

		Latent anxiety triggers:

		

		Getting engaged/planning a wedding/marriage

		Planning a wedding, getting married and moving into a new household all come with more responsibilities, new roles and changed expectations from one’s self and partner. In an Indian setup, there’s the additional pressure of marrying into a family. Yet people are often surprised to find themselves grappling with their anxiety in the days leading up to these events.

		A 29-year-old male client says, ‘No one ever told me that planning a wedding is complicated. Reaching a consensus about where to host the reception took us two months! During this time, I felt stretched and anxious about hurting people’s feelings.’

		The narrative of being committed attains a certain finality with an engagement or marriage, and it is very common for people to get the jitters even on their wedding day. The overriding concern is—how will I navigate the terrain of domesticity and chores, and retain romance and desire in my relationship? More so in a country like India, where marriage is considered almost the final stage of having achieved adulthood. This pressure is compounded by our popular culture which romanticizes weddings—thanks to Bollywood films, people end up having not-so-realistic expectations which, in turn, triggers anxiety.

		I do want to add that it is okay to experience butterflies in your stomach and be excited at the same time. Learning to identify the sources of one’s own anxiety can help you work through your feelings of nervousness. If your anxiety comes from deeper issues such as lack of trust in your own abilities or commitment to marriage, or doubts about your partner or his/her family, you may want to introspect and work through some of those issues before the ceremony.

		

		Death in the family

		Death is one of those life events that we can never really prepare for, yet live in constant fear of. The dread of losing a loved one often causes us anxiety and when it does happen, it can be devastating. The sadness which comes with grief is also accompanied by the stress of sorting financial and property matters, clearing the clothes and belongings of the deceased and often the responsibility of the last rites.

		It’s natural to feel anxious at this time, as your sense of self, belonging, community and support is eliminated. Today, it is common for people to reach out to therapists when grappling with grief following the loss of a parent or loved one. With the COVID-19 pandemic, many young clients worry about their parent’s health and are struggling with anticipatory grief.

		

		Ending a relationship or a divorce

		Even if we see it coming or have wanted to severe that link, the realization that it’s finally over can often be destabilizing.

		A young client, who saw her relationship was coming to an end, recalls how extremely anxious she became when she finally made the decision to call it quits. She knew the love was gone, but the loss of familiar routines and sudden absence of her partner made her anxious even after the break-up.

		

		Hospitalization

		Whether it is your own hospitalization or that of a family member or friend, the very fact that you must visit the hospital can lead to anxiety. Being exposed to another’s pain or poor health can make us realize how little is in our control. Hospitals remind us of our own mortality, which is scary and difficult to deal with.

		

		Moving/renovating a house

		Clients often tell me that they had not anticipated how moving or renovating their homes would impact their emotional well-being.

		From my own experience, I can tell you that when my family shifted house last year, we pretty much lived out of a suitcase because it took time to get our cupboards installed. The day they were fitted, I remember calling a friend and telling her, ‘I can finally breathe a sigh of relief. I feel liberated just looking at the cupboards in my room.’

		While my anxiety wasn’t high, there was this palpable sense of being more tense than usual as so much at home was in a state of flux.

		

		Changing a job or a promotion

		Even positive events such as changing jobs or getting a promotion you have been expecting often brings up a host of feelings. As a client, who became a senior vice president, puts it, ‘It’s often seen as a huge achievement from the outside, but on the inside, the responsibility and demands that come with a new designation are very unnerving. I worry about whether I will be able to deliver, and these thoughts have impacted my sleep, appetite and led me to withdraw from others.’

		

		Moving cities or countries

		Often, this type of move is complicated because it demands a high degree of adaptation and adjustment. Although it means better job opportunities or quality of life, it can be a bittersweet experience—leaving friendships behind and letting go of your sense of community; and then there are also logistical problems like discarding old belongings and finding a new house and help, among others.

		A 33-year-old client, who moved from Bengaluru to Mumbai for work, tells me how the prospect of living in a small house with a high rent first triggered his anxiety. Then, he had to explain to his parents that he didn’t intend to live with them in their family home but instead chose to spend a hefty amount on a sea-facing flat in Bandra. All of this dampened his enthusiasm and led him to worry about what lay ahead.

		

		Planning a holiday

		Most people associate the experience of a holiday with pleasure, but I’m not sure if it ‘sparks joy’ for everyone.

		Everything from booking tickets and hotels to packing, waiting at the airport and catching flights can become possible triggers for people. So many clients tell me how they can’t sleep before getting on a flight while others struggle with IBS. All this lowers their tolerance levels and often leads to scuffles or arguments over the smallest of things.

		As I always say, ‘In pursuit of travel, people start wondering if they got fair prices on air tickets and hotels, followed by a persistent fear that they’re “forgetting something important at home”. Lastly, there’s the pressure that the trip should be fantastic.’

		

		Birthdays

		One of my favourite questions to ask a client is—what do you associate your birthday with?

		

		

		

		Take a moment to write down your own expectations and what it means for you.

		

		

		

		The expectations that we attach to our birthday—be it the number of calls we received or what people did for us—is a source of excitement. At the same time, anything that seems less than ‘perfect’ will dampen our spirits.

		Along with sadness and disappointment, some people experience a sense of foreboding because they feel that with the passing of years, birthdays are no longer special. Don’t all of us know at least one person who thinks like that?

		A client who turned forty mentioned how he was feeling anxious, old, defeated and nervous about the coming years. He felt that he had not achieved his financial target or the professional success that he aspired to. He kept saying, ‘I have a wife I love, children I’m fond of and a stable career, but this growing old business makes me nervous.’

		The value we attach to age—milestone birthdays from sixteen all the way up to seventy-five—drives up anxiety. A client who just turned sixty told me how he hates being labelled a senior citizen.

		Another client, who celebrated his thirtieth birthday, says, ‘I’m actually not looking forward to my birthday. I know after my parents wish me, the first thing they’ll say is that I can no longer avoid marriage.’

		

		Retirement

		Withdrawal from an active work life can trigger a massive feeling of unease. By the sheer yardstick of age, you find yourself quitting a job and a structured schedule. You can no longer seek comfort in friendships formed at work or the busy life of an office. Instead, retirement almost forces you to develop new structures and routines, which can seem like a task. A sense of loneliness creeps in, and that accelerates the anxiety brought on by loss of the job.

		I have worked with clients who are in their sixties or seventies and feel that that their anxiety is a result of the free time that they have on their hands. As a 65-year-old client of mine says, ‘Last year, two friends passed away, and now that I’m fully retired, I find myself worrying about my health. My confidence is low, and I always feel restless and unhappy.’

		

		Paperwork and finances

		Dislike it or hate it, doing paperwork, filling invoices, filing taxes, etc., is a major part of adulting. There is no way to avoid it in the long run. I remember a 25-year-old client whose office reimbursed her for therapy sessions. She was very consistent with her sessions and had made major progress in therapy. One day, she tells me, ‘We need to address my dislike and avoidance of necessary logistical paperwork-related tasks.’ Then she sheepishly explains how, over the last year, she had never ended up submitting claims for her therapy sessions because the forms were too long. The date for submission had already passed.

		Many clients report that their anxiety peaks every time their chartered accountant asks them to share documents for filing income tax. Often, July and September are months where some people find their anxiety flaring as they struggle to complete their financial paperwork.

		If the prospect of doing paperwork causes irritation, you need to learn how to regulate your mood. However, if it results in you not completing your tasks and has actual ‘physical costs’—like in the case of a client who lost about 50,000 because she chose to not fill any forms—you need a strategy to overcome it.

		

		ACTIVITY BREAK

		

		Now that you have an idea about how our day-to-day

		events can also trigger anxiety, I’d like you to answer these questions:

		

		

		

		

		The goal is for you to become aware and mindful of your day-to-day stressors or possible trigger events.

		

		COMMON MYTHS

		

		Myth 1: Some people never experience anxiety.

		Reality: One of the most widespread myths that people struggle with is believing that there are others out there who never feel anxious. I can tell you I have never met a person who hasn’t felt anxious. There are people who, by their temperament or what we call predisposition, are primarily carefree, more relaxed and on the exterior, they may never demonstrate any possible signs of anxiety— yet everyone experiences anxiety at some stage in their life.

		

		Myth 2: Anxiety is a negative emotion and we need to rid ourselves of it.

		Reality: Just like emotions of joy, happiness and anger, anxiety is a normal emotion that all of us experience. We need to learn how to deal with it effectively and identify when it starts interfering with our personal and occupational functioning. Anxiety is not necessarily a negative emotion, it evolved to protect us from threatening situations (see p. 34).

		

		Myth 3: Happy events don’t lead to anxiety.

		Reality: Events that are considered highlights of our life come with a lot of anxiety and pressure, since we want them to be memorable and also for the premium we attach to them.

		

		Myth 4: Development milestones are a fact of life. We don’t need to reach out to qualified mental health professionals even if we feel overwhelmed by them.

		Reality: While not everyone may feel threatened by landmark events such as graduation, marriage and retirement, it’s important to seek help if you feel that your tolerance levels are compromised.

		Even positive life events such as the birth of a baby or a wedding can often leave you with mixed feelings, as they come with new responsibilities. Often, people guilt trip themselves for experiencing mixed emotions in the context of happy events and this in turn enhances their anxiety. Learning to acknowledge these events as triggering our latent fears and anxiety is the first step.
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			What’s Normal Anxiety and What’s Not
		

		

		MAHEK, a client whose story I shared earlier, began her first therapy session by asking me, ‘Is it okay to be in therapy just because I have been feeling anxious?’

		Not everyone who has anxiety is struggling with an anxiety disorder. It is important to look at it in the context of scale. The intensity, along with the frequency of the physical and psychological symptoms, can help distinguish when anxiety is overwhelming and when it needs clinical attention.

		

		ASSESS YOUR ANXIETY LEVELS

		

		Duration: How long do the symptoms last?

		Consider this—on the day or a day before you have a presentation, it’s natural to feel a bit jittery or nervous. Same goes for those who have an important exam or performance lined up.

		Now cut to this scenario. Months before their Class 10 or 12 exams, students tell me they are struggling to sleep, feel breathless, experience palpitations and losing weight. Their symptoms of anxiety are not just limited to a day or couple of days around the stressor, but are persistent, frequent and tend to interfere with their functioning.

		As a 17-year-old client says, ‘I’m so anxious about the exam that I can neither eat nor concentrate, and over the last month I just end up crying all day.’

		

		Intensity: How severe are the symptoms?

		By intensity, we are referring to the severity of the symptoms and identifying when the same signs become overwhelming. The intensity often has to do with the fact that the symptoms experienced by the person may not be proportional to the event that lies ahead of them. Therefore, while the individual may realize that his or her response is excessive, they may still find themselves feeling helpless and not in control.

		A client in therapy described how, at a family wedding, she found herself feeling claustrophobic, dizzy and had trouble breathing. She had to literally leave the event within minutes of arriving. She said she had always disliked weddings, but this ‘overreaction’, as she put it, pushed her towards therapy because she realized that she had been ignoring the red flags—her panic attacks.

		

		Frequency: How often do the symptoms occur?

		This is often depicted in the context of how frequently the symptoms occur, whether these are daily or over time.

		For instance, losing your appetite before an important pitch at work is alright if it’s a one-off incident; however, if you feel anxious and lose your appetite for weeks, then it’s a concern. Also, while daily challenges at work can be exhausting and leave you disgruntled, if you find yourself struggling with a sense of disillusionment and disenchantment for weeks, then that needs attention.

		

		Impairment: Is your debilitation all-consuming?

		A 29-year-old client mentioned that she has been feeling so anxious that, for three weeks, she had been sleeping in her parents’ room. She was so shaky that she had been unable to concentrate at work.

		While an important presentation can stress you out or a break-up can leave you feeling sad, when these same triggers lead to a sense of debilitation, that’s when you know your anxiety has moved beyond normal.

		The impairment can be a change in one’s sleeping or eating patterns, ability to concentrate, desire to meet friends and family and lowering of thresholds. A lowered threshold is when we feel our natural or general capacity for enduring stress or frustration has been compromised. If someone who can multitask and work on three projects at the same time finds even one task at a time daunting, I would say they are struggling with a lowered threshold.

		

		

		

		

		ANXIETY LOG

		

		This exercise will be very helpful for anyone struggling with anxiety. The idea is for you to recognize and become aware of the situations that trigger your anxiety and how thoughts, feelings and behaviours are impacted by it.

		Often, such identification can become a starting point for therapy work. I use the Anxiety Log with specific questions such as how long did it take for you to feel better and have similar situations triggered anxiety before? Questions asked to the client and situations can differ, like seen below.

		

		

		

		

		ANXIETY AS A SPECTRUM

		

		There are different ways to explore anxiety and understand its effects. The best way, in my opinion, is in the context of a spectrum.

		At the lower end of the spectrum, anxiety comes and goes. This type of anxiety can be good. For instance, feeling a little anxious before a big speech helps you prepare better. On the other end of the spectrum is anxiety that’s very binding, debilitating and impacts your functioning. If, say, you find yourself overworked and not sleeping for a week because you’re thinking about an impending appraisal or an upcoming exam. At this point, it’s important to assess whether your condition qualifies as an anxiety disorder.

		Between these two points are different degrees of anxiety that may require moderate intervention. Speaking to a qualified mental health practitioner can help you cope better with the situation. At the same time, it’s very normal for people to report that they feel unsure and can’t recognize if their anxiety is low, moderate or even high. I think we have normalized anxiety so much, that this often comes in the way of people reaching out to a qualified mental health practitioner.

		Based on this spectrum, I’ve classified anxiety under the following criteria:

		Anxiety that is adaptive

		Existential anxiety

		Specific anxiety (like social anxiety, which has been dealt with on p. 183)

		Anxiety as a predisposition or a trait

		Anxiety that needs attention but does not feature under clinical disorders

		Anxiety disorders.

		

		Anxiety that is adaptive

		The term adaptive, by its very meaning, can be understood as behaviour that allows us to adapt better to our environment or improve our coping skills.

		Maybe take a moment and ask yourself, what are a few activities or events where your anxiety allowed you to cope better?

		Like fear, anxiety plays a huge role in self-preservation. It’s an emotion that warns us of impending danger or threatening situations. Jog your memory a little and think back to a time when you had your exams coming up in a fortnight. Did you experience feelings of uneasiness or anxiety back then? It probably was your body-mind slowly nudging you to prepare for a scenario that could become overwhelming.

		Similarly, a child entering a school bus for the first time grapples with the anxiety of having stepped away from a safe place i.e., the parent. (If this anxiety that the child experiences doesn’t settle later, it may be a sign of separation anxiety².)

		Stage fright or performance anxiety are other examples of adaptive anxiety. In these instances, anxiety pushes you to rehearse more.

		

		Existential anxiety

		Influenced by philosophers Soren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, existential psychologists³ see anxiety arising from the deeper questions—death, meaning, isolation and freedom—that we all struggle with. Questions such as ‘Who am I?’ or ‘What’s my meaning in life?’ The goal of existential therapy is to help clients face these deeper questions head-on in order to achieve an authentic and free existence.

		The ‘existential anxiety’ these issues trigger can be healthy and adaptive if it helps in our search for meaning. However, if this anxiety becomes overwhelming, and results in you avoiding situations or interactions, you need to seek professional help.

		For e.g., a 23-year-old client told me about a classmate who had been diagnosed with cancer. As the classmate progressed with her treatment, it became clear to everyone that she may not survive. During this period, many of her classmates (including my client) became conscious of their own mortality. This impacted each one of them differently.

		My client began having sleepless nights, nightmares about her parents dying and a feeling that something was going to go wrong. While these are all signs of existential anxiety, there was also the fear at losing control and having no agency. She and I worked together to reduce the intensity of her anxiety, by acknowledging the inevitability of death, and learning how to be mindful and enjoy the present.

		

		Anxiety as a trait

		One way of looking at anxiety is perceiving it from a lens of a trait that people seem to demonstrate. This basically means that some people, from childhood, are more predisposed to irritation, anxiety, worry and nervousness than others. Often, these traits run in the family, and these people often label themselves ‘anxious’.

		A person with anxious traits, for instance, may feel nervous or worked up by events or situations that may not per say be overwhelming. A 50-year-old female client described how hosting close friends for tea gets her all worked up even though her friends are most relaxed. When she has an appointment, she is usually ready about thirty minutes in advance; she packs her bags a week before leaving town on a trip. In her own words, ‘People on the outside who look at me think I’m very organized. Those who know me well, like family members and friends, know that anxiety is a trait of mine and this is how I function.’

		For people who possess this type of personality, anxiety becomes second nature. As a result, they often do not see it as a problem. However, this trait can increase the possibility of this person developing an anxiety disorder.

		

		

		

		

		* Dr Elaine Aaron, The Highly Sensitive Person, first published in 1996.

		

		Anxiety that needs attention

		At times, anxiety experienced by a person may be in a moderate range, causing distress and affecting his or her overall sense of well-being, but not necessarily qualifying as a disorder.

		I remember working with a client who was to be married in six months. Three weeks before the wedding, she reached out to me for an appointment. She said she was feeling shaky, unable to concentrate at work, irritable and that her anger was just growing. While it had not led to any massive meltdowns yet, she could see herself crumbling if she didn’t address the problem.

		This client needed professional help to regulate her moods, enhance her productivity and manage her anxiety. However, her symptoms didn’t meet the criteria for a full-blown anxiety disorder.

		

		Anxiety that qualifies as a disorder

		When the anxiety symptoms are persistent and frequent, they interfere with a person’s daily functioning, job and interpersonal relationships, and cause severe distress, they qualify as a disorder.

		According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition)⁴, anxiety disorders include:

		Separation Anxiety Disorder

		Selective Mutism

		Specific Phobia

		Social Anxiety Disorder

		Panic Disorder

		Agoraphobia

		Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD)

		Substance/Medication-Induced Anxiety Disorder

		Anxiety Disorder Due to Another Medical Condition

		Other Specified Anxiety Disorder

		Unspecified Anxiety Disorder

		

		Disorders such as Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), Acute Stress Disorder and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which were classified earlier as anxiety disorders, have been moved to new categories in the DSM-5.

		OCD has been moved to a new category called Obsessive-Compulsive and Related Disorders. PTSD and Acute Stress Disorder have been moved to Trauma and Stressor-related disorders.

		Diagnosis of anxiety disorders should be done by a qualified mental health expert—either a psychologist or psychiatrist. Self-diagnosis is highly avoidable as these conditions require supervised treatment.

		

		ANXIETY, FEAR, DEPRESSION AND STRESS

		

		It’s often hard to distinguish between these conditions as many of the signs and symptoms overlap. Understanding the differences is the key to making the right decisions for your mental health.

		

		Anxiety versus fear

		It’s very common to confuse fear with anxiety. In the context of symptoms that people may experience, both trigger a similar set of symptoms. However, there are two distinct differences:

		‘Fear is an emotion we feel towards a situation or an event that’s happening in the present. Anxiety, by its very definition, is our apprehension or sense of unease about the future’.

		The very existence of a future and not knowing what may happen is what triggers anxiety. For e.g., the fear is real when you are stuck in a traffic signal that’s not moving and you are supposed to catch a flight. On the other hand, if you’re getting on a plane two days later but are going over how much time it takes to reach the airport a million times in your head, and losing sleep in the process, it’s anxiety, not fear.

		Fear is a response to a known external, definite or non-conflictual threat. Anxiety is a response to a threat that is unknown, internal, vague or conflictual.

		With this definition of anxiety and fear, best-selling general psychiatry textbook Kaplan and Sadock’s Synopsis of Psychiatry⁵ draws attention to the different nature of the stressors. Say, if you see a dog is chasing you, you will experience fear. On the other hand, if you are alone at home at night, you may find yourself becoming anxious even if you live in a very secure gated community. You may have random thoughts about someone barging in or something happening to you.

		The emotion of anxiety is often very diffused, free-floating and, in many instances, cannot be pinned to a specific stressor. You could be sitting on a Sunday evening, enjoying your day with the family and boom—you may be gripped by a sense of unease about the future that makes you anxious. Often the stressors here are imagined or events that may happen in the future over which we have no control. The stressors are very closely related to our thoughts.

		

		Anxiety versus depression

		There are several symptoms that overlap in these mental health conditions, including loss of appetite, weight gain and loss, irregular sleep patterns and chest pains.

		However, there are key distinctions:

		

		

		

		

		Anxiety versus stress

		I’ve had several clients come in for therapy and tell me, ‘I have been feeling very stressed out.’ However, as they begin to describe what they are feeling, it turns out to be anxiety.

		Often used interchangeably, anxiety and stress have several noticeable differences.

		Stress is a response that is triggered by external events that one sees as threatening or overwhelming. Examples could be getting plumbing work done in your house, a work deadline or a long list of tasks that need to be completed.

		On the other hand, anxiety is generally a response to stress. Anxiety is far more internal, and it reflects our thoughts about our inability to deal with various life events or our fear of lack of control in such situations.

		Stress is far more tangible; anxiety is more ambiguous in its nature.

		When the tasks in hand are completed, stress is reduced. Anxiety often tends to linger long after the stressful events have been dealt with. Since anxiety is fuelled by our thought processes it continues to lurk in the form of irrational thoughts, catastrophizing and even rumination (see p. 43).
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			High Functioning Anxiety
		

		

		I SEE many clients who are at the top of their game, excelling in their careers, super productive, mindful of their personal hygiene and fitness. These are people who come across as being highly calm and composed.

		Below the surface may be a completely different story.

		

		‘Being overwhelmed is what I thrive on. So what people think of as anxiety is my state twenty-four seven.

		Over the last year, though, my stomach has gone for a toss. I have urticaria (hives) and my doctors feel both are stress-induced. Yes, I do experience rapid breathing, palpitations, dizzy spells—but I just tell myself it will go away and plough through my day. My head is constantly buzzing, I’m way too wired, and it’s as if my mind never rests. I sleep for very few hours as I don’t get sleep very often. Despite my professional success, I feel what I do is not enough. I’m constantly worrying, and I get this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Do you think a person can be doing well at work and in their relationships, and still be a mess personally?’

		– Simran, 25-year-old marketing professional

		

		Simran is a high achiever in her workplace, the kind of employee who meets all her targets for the quarter a month in advance. Her dermatologist—who is treating her urticaria—suggested that she explore counselling. As I worked with her, both of us realized that beneath all the confidence was a crippling anxiety, hidden and yet all-consuming.

		This form of anxiety is referred to as high functioning anxiety. It is not a clinical diagnosis or disorder, but ‘a catch-all term used to describe a growing population of people who live with anxiety but describe themselves as functioning reasonably well, if not optimally.’⁶

		These are some of the characteristics of high functioning anxiety, from my experience:

		

		

		

		

		Often clients who struggle with high functioning anxiety are prone to addictive behaviour such as overeating, drinking binges, smoking and even drugs at times. When such people make it to therapy, others can’t even fathom or understand their concerns. No matter how much these clients work, they still struggle with Productivity Guilt (see p. 132) and even Impostor Syndrome (see p. 140). Often, they come across as people who are focused, action-oriented yet at the same time, many of them struggle with concerns around control and have rigid routines that come in their way of functioning.

		For instance, Simran told me how, for a 7 a.m. flight, she would get up early and exercise because she hated skipping her daily routine, even if it came at the cost of her sleep.

		For some people with high functioning anxiety, it’s very hard to say no and they often bend over backwards to accommodate others.

		In therapy, clients with high functioning anxiety set these goals for themselves:

		Learning to pause and enjoy breaks

		Being comfortable doing nothing

		An ability to not constantly be wired

		Sleep better

		Reduce the overwhelming feeling of anxiety

		Deal with the psychosomatic symptoms

		Work on their inner critic.

		

		What works for them is learning the process of building pause rituals into their daily life and also managing their own inner critic. I’ve discussed these techniques later in the book (see p. 195).
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			Anxiety and the Brain
		

		

		I WATCHED a movie called Inside Out from Pixar Animation Studios which tells the story of basic human emotions through a young, female protagonist called Riley. The core idea is that every emotion—whether it’s positive or negative—serves a purpose.

		The movie is narrated from the lens of the five emotions—joy, disgust, sadness, fear and anger. At the very outset, Joy starts talking about Fear and says, ‘That’s fear. He’s really good at keeping Riley safe.’

		Just like fear, anxiety also serves a purpose—of keeping us aware and, in turn, prepared for potential dangers.

		To begin with, anxiety evolved as an evolutionary response. All our anxieties, whether it’s about relationships, starting a new job or how people perceive us, come from a need to protect ourselves. Over the years, this has played a huge role in the survival of our species.

		

		ANXIETY AS AN EVOLUTIONARY RESPONSE

		

		Let’s try and understand how anxiety has evolved over time.

		Thousands of years back, for the cavemen who lived in the forest, potential threats were animals like the sabre-toothed tiger. Our ancestors hunted for food; and accompanying them on the hunt was a persistent fear of attack. When they heard a sudden sound, soft footsteps, a certain smell or unusual noises, their hearts would start beating faster and they would experience a heightened awareness and preparedness to deal with a possible attack from a predator. This could be either in the form of fighting with the animal or figuring out how to flee the scene. The responses that evolved to deal with this stress and anxiety came to be known as the fight-flight-freeze response, which I’ll discuss in more detail later.

		The fight response prepares the hunter to tackle with the stressor at hand; with flight, the hunter is to run. The freeze response reflects in behaviours where the hunter pretends to play dead to protect himself.

		This state of heightened awareness helped keep our forefathers safe. After the danger passed, his body reverted to a state of equilibrium.

		Over the years, although we no longer need to worry about encountering a sabre-toothed tiger, our bodies continue to react to stressors and potential threats in the same way.

		The latter have grown exponentially in the context of modern living. Now, the triggers are constant and relentless; we wake up to an overwhelming number of work emails, messages and notifications. With our phones by our bedsides, we are constantly clued in to what’s happening in the world.

		Our stressors are no longer present-oriented, they are also anticipatory and future-oriented. What worsens our anxiety and leaves the systems of the body continually alert is the constant state of flux and uncertainty that is part and parcel of modern life. While we have too much information about the world around us, we have too little information about how our bodies and minds are processing this.

		Over the last five years, as I analyze client conversations, two words that have been most used are ‘overwhelming’ and ‘triggered’⁷. The latter being a fallout of living in a politically, socially and financially unpredictable world.

		As a society, we have also become accustomed to instant gratification, and that is why we feel constantly wired. Our brain is unprepared to deal with the overstimulation and uncertainty, which heightens our feelings of anxiety.

		As American poet-philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson says, ‘As soon as there is life, there is danger.’

		What’s most crucial to remember is that whether it is a real stressor like the sabre-toothed tiger or the possibility of an animal in the wild, both trigger the fight-flight-freeze response in us. The brain reacts in the same way, whether it’s a real stressor or an imagined one, and we need to be cognizant of this.

		Today, being stuck in traffic for long hours, waking up to an email from your boss or thinking about the impact of a recession all trigger a fight-flight-freeze response in us.

		People who are unable to differentiate between real stressors and those that are imagined struggle with excessive levels of anxiety that require attention. Whether it’s a real fear, such as being unable to reach a visa interview because you were caught in an accident, or just the thought of this obstacle a day ahead of the actual interview, both situations can trigger the fight-flight-freeze response if we don’t possess the techniques to calm ourselves. The next chapter on cognitive anxiety and irrational beliefs deals with this in more detail.

		

		HOW ANXIETY AFFECTS THE BRAIN

		

		For the longest time, it was believed that the amygdala—located in the limbic system area of the brain—is the ‘fear centre’ as it plays an important role in the processing of various emotions such as fear, pleasure and anger.

		However, recent research has indicated that the response of anxiety is a result of interaction between different regions of the brain. It’s not just one area of the brain that’s looked upon as being responsible for the anxiety we experience⁸.

		It was Dr Walter Canon, an American physiologist in the 1920s, who introduced the term ‘fight or flight’. This response to anxiety can be understood in the context of the limbic system and the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which has two components—the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS)⁹.

		To understand how anxiety affects the brain, I spoke to Mumbai-based psychiatrist Dr Anita Sukhwani, who says:

		

		Anxiety is a response to perceived threat. This threat prepares the body for fight or flight response.

		Perception of threat triggers fear, which activates chemical and electrical messengers in the limbic system. The limbic system is composed of four main parts—the hypothalamus, thalamus, amygdala and hippocampus.

		When the amygdala senses a threat, it sends a message to the hypothalamus which triggers the SNS.

		On activation, the SNS causes the adrenal glands to release adrenaline and noradrenaline (also called epinephrine and norepinephrine). This sudden release of hormones causes changes in our body such as increased heart rate and blood pressure.

		The SNS activates other systems in the body that cause the symptoms of anxiety including increased heartbeat, chest pain, light-headedness, tingling sensation, nausea, stomach ache, dry mouth, constipation, difficulty in breathing, perspiration and fatigue.

		Once the threat has been dealt with, the PNS kicks in to bring the body back to a state of equilibrium. The PNS has an inhibitory effect over the SNS and results in gradually calming down the body.

		

		
			[image: images]
		

		

		Whenever people meditate or engage in deep breathing practices, they are activating their PNS. It plays an important role in slowing the heart rate, lowering blood pressure and maintaining a normal respiratory rate. That is why the PNS is often referred to as the ‘rest and digest’ system.

		

		

		

		

		ARE YOU AT RISK FOR ANXIETY?

		

		One of the questions I’m often asked in therapy is, ‘What are factors that have contributed to my anxiety manifesting?’

		These are five factors that either predispose us or put us at risk for developing anxiety.

		

		Genetics

		I’ve often had clients ask me: ‘Is anxiety genetic?’

		Research shows that a history of anxiety in the family predisposes us to anxiety. The term ‘predisposition’ primarily means that it increases the possibility and makes one more vulnerable to developing an anxiety disorder. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, one of the risk factors for anxiety includes ‘a history of anxiety or other mental illnesses in biological relatives’¹⁰.

		Remember that even if a history of anxiety disorders doesn’t run in the family, you can be susceptible to developing anxiety.

		

		Parental influence

		Mira, a 19-year-old college student, was raised by a father who she describes as ‘being constantly on edge’. He would react to the slightest comment directed at him and was constantly restless and nervous. She tells me, ‘Every morning my father would panic if I was late, even by a minute, for the school bus and my parents would end up fighting over this. Mom felt that his anxiety was unwarranted as I never missed the bus.’ Mira’s greatest fear was that she was becoming like her father, worrying over worst-case scenarios.

		Very often, a parent’s anxious temperament can rub off on a child or adult. It leaves the child feeling that most life situations are overwhelming and that one must always remain hyperaware or alert. Parental anxiety can influence a child’s perception of the world and impact their own stress tolerance. However, both children and adults can raise their endurance levels with therapy.

		Children who have been raised by overprotective parents are also at a greater risk of developing anxiety. This type of parent may have—unconsciously—communicated to the child that the world is an unsafe place. Also, overprotective or ‘helicopter parents’ may have provided very few or no opportunities for children to develop independence or deal with their own fears. This not only results in the child having low self-esteem, but it leaves him or her with very little faith in their capacity to solve or deal with life’s problems.

		Sara, an 18-year-old college student, says, ‘My mum has really been there for me, but sometimes, I feel she has done too much. When I had fights with school friends, she would always intervene and solve things for me. It worked until I reached Class 8, but after that I started losing friends. Now, I’m in college and I feel like a nervous wreck. I don’t know what to do when there is a conflict, or I have differences with my friends. My first reaction to a possible argument or confrontation is palpitations, anxiety and a feeling of nausea. I hate myself, because I don’t know if I can ever manage my life without my mother.’

		

		Anxiety by paired association

		Naresh, a 49-year-old senior vice president, was heading back to his hometown on a flight when he had his first ever panic attack. He struggled with breathing, feelings of light-headedness and, at some point, he thought he was dying. The air hostess managed to calm him down.

		Accustomed to taking five to ten flights every month, Naresh was bewildered by what had happened. After the incident, he began associating air travel with a panic attack, to the extent that he would start panicking and feeling dizzy even at the mere mention of it.

		When he came to see me, Naresh was certain that he wasn’t going to get on a plane for the next few months.

		Anxiety learned through paired association—also known as Classical Conditioning—is when people start associating anxiety with a neutral stimulus because a connection between the two has been formed in their minds. In this instance, flights were a neutral stimulus for Naresh until he had a panic attack on a plane. After that, flying per se seemed threatening to him as he began associating air travel with an anxious response.

		In therapy, we discovered that Naresh had heard that the company was going to reduce his salary by twenty-five per cent on the same day that the panic attack occurred. That was the real cause of his anxiety. Since the attack happened on a plane, he ended up thinking it was the trigger.

		

		Anxiety by operant conditioning

		Tarun, a 29-year-old investment banker, had his life thrown off gear by a social media post. He recalls, ‘About a month ago, I expressed my opinion on a socially sensitive issue on Twitter, for which I was severely trolled and even received death threats. I suffered sleepless nights, struggled with paranoia and lived in constant fear of being physically attacked.’ Anxious, Tarun deleted all his social media apps from his phone and took the decision not to post or tweet for some time.

		This is known as operant conditioning. In this form of learning, it is the rewards and punishments which impact our future behaviours. If we worry that a behaviour will have a negative outcome based on our experience, we avoid repeating it out of fear of the consequences.

		

		Environmental factors

		These are causes that lie outside an individual’s control but are capable of triggering anxiety. I’ve spoken about some of them in the earlier chapters—a death in the family, divorce, marriage—and addressed others later in the book, like having a boss who micromanages or a partner who is ambiguous about commitment, for instance.

		Then again, factors like being stranded in a heavy downpour or political uncertainty can cause anxiety. More recently, we are witnessing how a pandemic like COVID-19 has impacted our anxiety levels.
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			Thinking Anxious Thoughts
		

		

		‘People are not disturbed by things, but rather by their view

		of things.’

		– Albert Ellis, American psychologist

		

		I OFTEN ask people to share a word or term to explain their anxiety and these are the most common responses:

		Overthinking

		Rumination

		Stressing over things

		Thinking of worst-case scenario

		Feeling fearful about something

		

		All these expressions have one commonality—they all describe patterns of thought.

		In the previous chapter, we explored what happens in the brain when we experience anxiety, and its physical, emotional and behavioural symptoms. Here, we take a closer look at how a state of anxiety is often fuelled by our own thoughts and identify patterns that possibly influence tendencies to overthink and ruminate.

		

		COGNITIVE—OR MENTAL—MANIFESTATIONS OF ANXIETY

		

		Picture two scenarios:

		

		Scenario one. You send a text message to your date telling him/her how you enjoyed your time together. You don’t hear back for the next one hour, so you check your phone over one hundred times. After you receive a reply, you learn your date also had a good time, but then you start worrying about the absence of an emoticon in the message…

		

		Scenario two. On a Friday evening, your boss sends you a message wanting to fix a meeting for the following week to discuss progress on a project. While you respond to the message, you spend the entire weekend thinking about what your boss may want to tell you or replaying the imagined conversation in your head over and over...

		

		In both instances, situations that ought to have caused a slight discomfort are amplified to a full-on calamity as your mind spins out of control.

		The cognitive, or mental manifestations of anxiety, refer to the role your thought processes play in allowing anxiety to build over time. An anxious mindset can reveal itself in different ways. At times, you may find yourself obsessively thinking about the same thing, as seen in scenario one. In fact, obsessive thoughts are a feature of anxiety. As compared to Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), however, most people with anxiety may end up overthinking a specific issue but show no signs of compulsive behaviours. In fact their obsessive thoughts just keep running on a loop, sometimes all day long as they go on with their day-to-day functioning. This is exactly what makes anxiety an invisible—and difficult to understand—illness.

		People who struggle with anxiety often find that topics that overwhelm them or get them worked up constantly keep changing. It’s not that you are stressed about a specific thing; in fact, the smallest of things can end up making you anxious. The feature of anxiety is that it has a shifting nature—today you’re worrying about date night, then it’s work; next, someone says something flattering about your appearance but you’re dissecting the compliment and wondering what the person actually meant. I’ve had clients who are baffled by this experience. They say, ‘I can’t even understand my own mind, it’s as if even when things are going right, it finds something to worry about.’

		It’s important to remember that at the basis of all anxiety are the irrational thoughts and cognitive distortions which influence us.

		If you struggle with anxiety, it is imperative that you address the intrusive nature of thoughts and the fact that your mind often moves from one concern to another. Therapy can help you build an increased awareness and realistic understanding about how to best handle these irrational thoughts and patterns. As a therapist, I always tell clients that we can only learn to manage anxiety—it’s not going to go away completely. Only when we acknowledge its nature can we work towards reducing the intensity and frequency of the symptoms.

		

		OVERTHINKING AND RUMINATION

		

		Anxiety often manifests itself in the pattern of overthinking and rumination. Consider scenario one, where the person can’t stop themselves from thinking, first while waiting for a response, and then after their message is received. No matter what the outcome, there is a pattern of playing out various scenarios in your head, and coming up with explanations, reflecting a certain restlessness that comes with anxiety and rumination, along with overthinking.

		

		As we’ve seen at the start of this chapter, people who struggle with anxiety often categorize themselves as overthinkers. Are you one of them? Before we delve further, here’s an activity that can help you identify where you fall on the spectrum.

		

		Activity break

		Tick whichever applies to you:

		

		My mind is constantly at work.

		I find it hard to stop my thoughts.

		On some days, it feels as if a thought is stuck in my head, almost in a loop.

		Before going to a party or meeting a friend, I play out the scenario multiple times in my head.

		I’m constantly thinking of what I would say, do or even behave when it comes to an event in the future.

		I get up in the morning feeling like I was thinking even while sleeping.

		My mind fails to shut down or relax.

		

		If you said yes to most or at least four of these statements, you possibly do identify as an overthinker. Possibly, you also find it hard to stop the intrusive thoughts and are therefore vulnerable to a vicious cycle of overthinking or habit of rumination.

		

		Sara, a 19-year-old client who is going to start college, tells me how, over the last three weeks, she has repeatedly played out that first day in her head. She says it all began with her thinking about what she would wear to college and then, she says, ‘I started imagining that I would be standing alone in the foyer, and that people would not like me, or worst case, ignore me. I even went ahead and imagined myself eating alone.’ Her initial feelings of excitement about this new phase in her life have been reduced to debilitating anxiety. ‘I’m perpetually restless and nervous as I feel stuck and almost doomed,’ she says.

		Often, people use the term overthinking interchangeably with anxiety.

		In my understanding, overthinking is our tendency to replay thoughts about past or future events and play out every possible scenario in our head. When people struggle with overthinking, they often say things like: ‘The thoughts never stop,’ ‘My mind doesn’t know what it means to rest,’ ‘Even when I’m sleeping, it’s as if my brain is at work,’ and ‘I want this chatter in my head to stop.’ Small, inane situations become magnified in our head; a compliment or random comment someone made on social media can linger for days.

		Here’s how overthinking can impact our well-being:

		Leaves us feeling exhausted.

		Sucks the joy out of even a joyous situation. For e.g., one moment, you’re excited about a holiday, and the next moment, your brain starts thinking about what could go wrong.

		You become hyperalert.

		Often people around you, like your family or partner, begin to get annoyed with you.

		

		Rumination is a type of overthinking. The late American psychologist Dr Susan Nolen-Hoeksema, who did ground-breaking research on rumination, describes it as ‘compulsively focused attention on the symptoms of one’s distress, and on its possible causes and consequences, as opposed to its solutions’.¹¹

		To describe, it’s when the mind repeatedly goes over a thought or a problem but there is no resolution, so you remain in a state of heightened alertness. It’s like being stuck in a loop where there is no closure.

		Everyone ruminates, more so during times of stress. It is basically repetitive anxious thoughts. Rumination becomes a problem when it impairs our ability to function normally; when it impacts our mood, affects our peace of mind and our ability to connect with those around us. Ruminators spend hours brooding over past regrets and worrying about the future. It often becomes self-consuming and makes it very hard for people to stay mindful. Ruminating thoughts are commonly experienced by those who struggle with depression too.

		For people who struggle with anxiety, every situation and life event becomes a stressor and hence they tend to ruminate. It can start in the morning, in the form of ‘What if I don’t get a cab to work’; if they can’t get through a phone call to their parent, they may worry if everything is alright. Ruminators feel like they are not in control and believe that repetitive thought will help them regain it.

		I have found that that in moments when we are alone or paused—say, stuck in traffic or in bed at night—we are more likely to overthink and ruminate. People who have trouble falling asleep at night may also be grappling with a ruminating mind.

		In my opinion, for a lot of people, anxiety spirals happen generally between 9 p.m. and 3 a.m. Also, weekend blues are a real phenomenon where over Saturday and Sunday, people find themselves feeling far more anxious, with a tendency to overthink.

		Telling yourself to stop ruminating doesn’t work just as overthinking why you overthink won’t be helpful either. The good thing is that you can learn how to change this pattern of overthinking. I’ve discussed techniques you can practice on your own in a later chapter (see p. 195).

		

		COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS: THE LIES YOUR BRAIN IS TELLING YOU

		

		Our acts of rumination and worry are perpetuated and exacerbated by the cognitive distortions and irrational beliefs that influence how we see the world.

		As I mentioned earlier, one of the fundamental causes of our anxiety is our need for control, accompanied by thoughts which often can be identified as cognitive distortions. Simply put, cognitive distortions can be defined as faulty or problematic ways of thinking about ourselves and the world that leave us feeling anxious, out of control and often helpless.

		In 1976, American psychiatrist Dr Aaron Beck, who is globally recognized as the father of Cognitive Therapy¹², paved the way for our understanding of cognitive distortions. Psychiatrist David Burns, who was Dr Beck’s student, expanded on his theory and classified the different types of distortions in his book Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy¹³.

		Dr Burns outlined twelve common cognitive distortions that form the basis for negative thinking. I’ve listed the six most common ones, with examples to help you identify behaviours and possible situations where you may end up falling for the distortions.

		

		Catastrophizing

		This tops the list when it comes to distortions that aggravate our anxiety. In simple words, catastrophizing can be understood as a series of thoughts or thought processes that make us think about the worst-case situation even when there is no real evidence to support it. Imagining a catastrophic situation, we begin feeling out of control and this, in turn, heightens our anxiety. When people are catastrophizing, they say things like: ‘I’m doomed’, ‘It’s all over’ or ‘Everybody is going to hate me’.

		

		Catastrophizing can manifest in two ways.

		

		When people catastrophize out of a current situation/event. Reena’s friend Anand texted, asking her out for dinner on the same evening. She declines, saying she is on a deadline. Anand texts back an ‘Alright’; Reena wonders, why did Anand respond with one word? Shouldn’t he have said more? Is he angry with me?

		Now Reena’s thoughts move on to how Anand will never call or pick up her calls as he possibly could be angry or upset with her—in these moments, Reena is catastrophizing.

		People start worrying or panicking much before an event has taken place. Mohit is two days away from his deadline and his presentation hasn’t exactly shaped up the way he would have liked it to be. It’s 10 p.m. on Wednesday night and the meeting is on Saturday at 10 a.m. His mind is running wild with intrusive thoughts. He starts thinking, ‘Oh, I’m going to make a fool of myself, everybody is going to think I’m an idiot, I just got overconfident with this…’

		In this instance, the event is in the future but has played out so many times in Mohit’s head that he feels jittery, uncomfortable and supremely anxious. Rumination has led him to believe the situation will have a far worse outcome, and that results in total paralysis.

		

		People who are constantly catastrophizing find themselves hyperalert, hypercautious and, at the same time, continually ‘wired’ to small micro-cues which results in a sense of exhaustion. It also leads to a deep sense of defeat and an attitude of giving up.

		

		Minimization

		At times, people who engage in catastrophizing are at the risk of underplaying, underestimating or ‘minimizing’ their own desirable qualities. When it comes to events/situations that turned out well, they may not attribute it to their own desirable characteristics.

		Let’s take the example of Reena, who is worried that Anand is angry because she turned down his dinner engagement. She has also totally minimized her own capability to resolve the conflict by disregarding all evidence that shows how consistent and reliable she has been as a friend to Anand.

		

		Overgeneralization

		Imagine you had a bad start to your day because you got into an argument with a cab or auto driver, and you start thinking that your entire day will go the same horrible way. You already start telling yourself—‘My entire day is spoiled. Now I can’t even do anything about it. What a nasty day.’

		With overgeneralization, people pick one isolated situation or event and use it to judge another day, week and, at times, the entire month ahead of them. It is why people make too much of 31 December and 1 January, expecting them to be perfect days.

		Based on one tiny occurrence which may be negative or unpleasant, people often end up overgeneralizing. It is revealed in sweeping statements like:

		Nobody seems to get me

		Everybody hates me

		I’m just an idiot making mistakes all the time

		Nothing ever works out for me.

		

		The worry with overgeneralization is that it ends up influencing our perceptions of ourselves, our moods and, as a result, our relationships as well.

		

		All-or-Nothing Thinking

		This type of thinking is also referred to as polarized or dichotomous thinking. People who engage in it look at various situations as either black or white and are unable to focus on the shades of grey. As a result, they end up being very hard on themselves.

		Neeraj, a 20-year-old client, had a history of not submitting projects or taking exams if he felt he was not fully prepared. He tells me, ‘If I do something, I want it to be excellent. Otherwise I’m a failure.’ By the time Neeraj started therapy, he had already missed a year because he chose not to appear for exams. His belief was, ‘I should top the class otherwise I’m nobody.’ Such harsh thinking can lead to debilitating anxiety and erode a person’s sense of confidence.

		Deeply attached to All-or-Nothing Thinking is the belief that everything that I do must be done perfectly well. People who struggle with this type of thinking may struggle with studies, work and relationships as it can cause rigidity in behaviour and lead to a very oversimplified way of looking at the world.

		It isn’t just expectations from others. All-or-Nothing Thinkers set very unrealistic standards for themselves. Take the example of Ami, a client who went for a job interview. It was going well until the last question, where she found herself fumbling and came away unhappy with her answer. She called her mother and said, ‘I’m doomed. I always goof up, there is nothing I can do perfectly. They are not going to like me, and I know I have already lost the job.’ One week later, she got a call from the company asking her to join from next month.

		

		Jumping to conclusions

		These types of thought manifest in two different ways:

		

		Mind reading. This is based on the irrational belief that we can read other people’s minds, non-verbal expressions and gestures, and reach certain conclusions.

		    This is a cognitive distortion that I closely identify with. As a therapist, I’m often asked if I can read people’s minds and what’s going on in their heads. Even after sixteen years, I can’t, and I don’t think it’s possible to read minds. When we fall for this type of faulty thinking, we end up making assumptions about people and situations that may not be appropriate.

		    Emotionally, mind reading evokes a fear or anxiety about things that we might be imagining or are unfounded. Often, these misperceptions can be damaging to relationships and self-esteem.

		Fortune telling. Here, people end up ‘jumping to a conclusion’ about the future without any real evidence and start believing that it’s true. Regardless of whether it’s positive or negative, it can be very damaging.

		    It commonly plays out in the context of parent-child interactions. Imagine your eight-year-old doesn’t tell you about a class test where he didn’t do well. When you learn about it, you start to panic. You feel betrayed by your child, but also start thinking way in to the future, where you feel that eventually he may lie about his drug habit, smoking or alcohol addiction. This type of ‘fortune-telling’ can leave you feeling super anxious; in situations like the one above, where the fortune telling is largely negative, it can trigger catastrophizing.

		    Even when positive, fortune telling remains a distortion as it is an unrealistic thinking pattern. For e.g., Aruna receives a call from a company that she has always wanted to work for. In her head, she starts envisioning herself in their office, and the salary she is likely to earn. In her excitement, she shares the news with several people. During the interview, she realizes the salary isn’t what she thought it would be. Disappointed, she becomes anxious about having to tell her friends that this opportunity didn’t come through.

		

		Labelling and Mislabelling

		Labelling is a process where, based on a particular behaviour or characteristic, we end up defining a person’s entire identity or existence. Or, to put it simply, it’s how we ‘jump to conclusions’ about ourselves.

		In his book, Dr Burns calls it an extreme form of overgeneralization—we generalize a certain behaviour and confuse it with a person’s inherent nature. It becomes anxiety provoking as we believe that we have no control over these behaviours.

		Personally, I’m not a big fan of labels, even when it comes to my clinical practice, because I feel people become the labels that are put on them. I recall Rohan, a client, telling me how, as a child, he would end up breaking things and accidentally stomp on other people’s feet. Everyone would say, ‘How careless Rohan is’. For the longest time, Rohan believed he was careless and that he could do nothing to change it.

		Mislabelling, on the other hand, refers to behaviours where we choose words to define ourselves that are incorrect. Often these words are very high intensity and extreme in their description.

		For e.g., you ended up cancelling on a friend since you got stuck in traffic, despite having planned for it. You tell yourself, ‘I’m such a useless and shameless person.’ Not only are these words very ‘emotionally-loaded’, as Dr Burns would say, they also are also being misused in this context. The act of cancelling doesn’t make anyone useless or even shameless. It’s unfair to put these labels on yourself.

		

		Dr Aaron T Beck pioneered Cognitive Behavioural Therapy—better known as CBT—and Dr Burns talked about it in his popular book. In a nutshell, CBT is based on the premise that our thought patterns influence how we feel and behave. By drawing connections between what we do, think and feel, CBT can help break the self-perpetuating cycle of negativity. I have dealt with this in detail in the ‘Managing Anxiety’ section of the book (see p. 195)
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			Investigating Irrational Beliefs
		

		

		HOW many of these statements are true for you?

		

		I should always be on time

		I must return all phone calls even if I’m tired

		I must never make a mistake

		I should always be liked by people

		I must always be updated with what’s happening in the world

		Everyone must like me

		If I’m fair to people, then they must be fair to me too

		If I need to finish a task/deadline I won’t rest till the time I complete it

		I must always be the best in whichever field I’m

		Everybody should be as organized as I am.

		

		Also, write down any other self-limiting beliefs that you impose on yourself here.

		.........................................................................

		..........................................................................

		..........................................................................

		..........................................................................

		..........................................................................

		

		If you ticked the boxes to the statements above and added more beliefs, you are not alone. All of us hold ourselves victim to these ‘should and must’ statements, irrational beliefs that can be very self-limiting and affect our self-confidence and self-esteem.

		Renowned American psychologist Albert Ellis shed light on how our irrational beliefs come in the way of our own functioning and relationships. The founder of Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy¹⁴, his theory established that it is not external events that are responsible for our emotional states, but our interpretation and perception of these events. The way we think about the world—in the context of ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’—influences our emotional mood states and the distress that we experience.

		Ellis identified three irrational beliefs that lie at the basis of so many behaviours.¹⁵

		I must do well

		You must treat me well

		And the world must be easy.

		

		The ‘should’ and ‘must’ that we impose upon ourselves are often a part of our upbringing (i.e., how we were raised). As adults, we make a choice to embody some of these absolute statements. This choice can be conscious or—in most cases—unconscious.

		I recall how a 40-year-old woman I worked with would always arrive thirty minutes before our scheduled time. One day, when we were going over irrational beliefs, she told me, ‘Others can be late, that’s fine, but I must always be on time.’ When I asked what would happen if she came in late, she said, ‘Nothing really, but that’s the standard I have set for myself. I would feel very disappointed at myself for not being more careful and all the time I’m in the car, I would be super anxious, feeling tense, worrying and blaming myself.’

		People like this often end up being very hard on themselves. They are their own worst critic. What’s also very odd is that a lot of these people can cut others slack and see ‘must’ and ‘should’ as being more flexible for others. In fact, a lot of research shows that we are far more compassionate towards others than we are towards ourselves.

		Of course, there are those who impose these ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ on others.

		A couple, both in their mid-thirties, came to me for marriage counselling. The husband believed their weekends needed to be maximized—he felt they should party + meet friends + do household chores all together. The wife, on the other hand, needed her downtime, and felt they could alternate between a busy weekend and a relaxing one. In therapy, the wife once mentioned, ‘While I love my husband, his musts and shoulds are beginning to tire me and I can’t live in this marriage anymore.’

		Relationships where ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ are consistently imposed can result in power struggles, anxiety and a feeling of being controlled. One partner’s ‘shoulds’ enforce a hierarchy and leave the other partner feeling suffocated and belittled as no one can thrive in an atmosphere of these absolute conditions.

		While you can’t wave a magic wand and stop being anxious, later in the book, I will discuss how you can deal with your irrational thoughts to manage your anxiety better. (see p. 195).

		

		THREE BIG P’S

		

		My work in therapy has taught me that when people struggle with anxiety, across genders, they tend to think about the events that are occurring in a certain way. They believe that these events—that act as triggers for them—will last forever; they also end up blaming themselves for what’s happening and see it spilling over into every other aspect of their life.

		This unique pattern of thinking creates a sense of panic and helplessness in people.

		Dr Martin Seligman, the American psychologist who is considered the father of the Positive Psychology movement¹⁶, described this as the three P’s—personalization, pervasiveness and permanence. His work, on the topics of learned helplessness and resilience, reveals how these three factors play a big role in how people react and respond to difficult life situations.

		I have adapted the use of Dr Seligman’s theory here, because I feel most people who struggle with anxiety end up using a similar lens which exaggerates their worries.

		

		Personalization

		When we struggle with hardships, how do we end up evaluating a situation? Do we end up blaming ourselves and personalizing the entire process? Or do we consider the impact of external factors too?

		In instances where people take blame for events where they had no, or barely any, role to play is when they might be personalizing. They will say things like: ‘It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have done this, I’m a loser, I’m responsible for my own condition.’ It falls under the category of cognitive distortion because it is a faulty way of perceiving ourselves and the world around us.

		The trouble with personalization is people’s tendency to attribute all or most negative events to their own self. While holding yourself accountable and being self-aware is healthy, it can be unhealthy to consistently make everything your fault and totally discount other factors which contributed to the situation.

		Some of the common examples around personalization have to do with parenthood. Such as, when children engage in some mischief or end up with poor grades, parents end up taking the entire blame and saying things like, ‘All this has happened because I’m a bad parent.’

		Take Monica, for instance, who lost her job during company layoffs. She kept telling herself, ‘I should have seen this coming, it’s my fault. I’m no good, that’s why I got fired, it’s all my fault.’ This type of personalization ends up making you feel helpless and, in turn, both anxious and guilty.

		

		Permanence

		Often, the underlying belief when it comes to difficult situations is that this is permanent and never going to end.

		This thought or belief is very paralyzing as it makes people feel as though they are doomed, that there is nothing that can be done to change the situation. In these circumstances, you’ll hear people say: ‘It’s all over’, ‘I can never recover’ or ‘This pain is never going to go away’.

		Going back to Monica’s situation, she may end up telling herself that ‘Nobody is going to hire me. I’m going to be jobless forever.’

		This sense of permanence often leads to anxiety that is paralyzing and it also makes the person feel like they can do nothing to change their situation.

		

		Pervasiveness

		Here, people struggle with the fallacy that one possible event not going well is going to impact everything else in their life. In most cases, this pervasiveness leads to catastrophizing a worst-case scenario and overgeneralization. In these situations, people will say: ‘I won’t have anything left, I’m doomed, nobody will be friends with me or give me work.

		Monica, for instance, may feel that her job loss will impact her ties with friends and family, even if there is evidence to the contrary.

		

		Learned Optimism

		Martin Seligman, in his book Learned Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life, says, ‘While you can’t control your experiences, you can control your explanations.”

		The first step to breaking the pattern of learned helplessness is recognizing every time we engage in this trap of pervasiveness, permanence and personalization. The trick is to not just identify it but substitute it with narratives that help us remain in the present and still remain hopeful about the future.

		The important question to ask is ‘Do we take external factors into account when situations have not turned out right?’ Like in Monica’s case, the first step was also recognizing that nobody in the organization really saw that people would be fired or removed from their job.

		Learned optimism is also about recognizing the degree to which we also attribute blame and responsibility to ourselves. Acknowledging the role of external factors plays a huge role in how we feel.

		During therapy, Monica was able to identify how she was using a specific situation and overgeneralizing the sense of doom to other areas. I asked her, ‘What has remained the same, despite the job loss?’ She said, ‘My friends, family, my ability to apply for jobs and go for interviews, I still can do all of this. Also, I got paid for three months so, honestly, it’s manageable. I think I just panicked and assumed that I’m doomed, and that people will reject me.’

		Slowly when Monica told her friends about her job loss, she heard from a lot of them about how they also had been in such situations. As she spoke to them, applied for interviews, she began to realize while it may take time, this was not a permanent situation and she was not doomed. Learning to separate what’s permanent and what’s temporary goes a long way in how we feel. Even if things feel uncertain, that doesn’t mean they are going to be permanent. I feel even with COVID-19 we need to remember that just because we don’t know when things will go back to normal doesn’t mean that things won’t settle.

		In those moments, she began to discover what learned optimism looks like, where she made a very conscious choice to become mindful of her patterns and substitute them with, as Dr Seligman would say, an optimistic explanatory style.
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			PART TWO
		

		

		
			When Anxiety Strikes
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			Am I Having A Panic Attack?
		

		

		‘Two weeks ago, I rushed to the hospital at around midnight because I thought I was having a massive heart attack. It began with a sharp chest pain; I found it difficult to breathe, my heart was racing, and my mouth was dry. My anxiety levels went through the roof as I grappled with a sinking feeling.’

		– Roma, 34-year-old lawyer

		

		RELIVING that day as she narrates her story, Roma appears worried about going through the same experience again. She tells me how she has these sudden moments of breathlessness where she feels she is going to die. Once, in the middle of a work day, she found herself feeling uneasy and had to step out of the office for ‘some fresh air’. A full body health check-up and two electrocardiograms (ECGs), done at separate hospitals on two separate occasions, revealed no underlying health concerns. Why then was she experiencing sudden moments of panic and feeling out of control?

		

		What is a panic attack?

		The APA defines a panic attack as ‘a sudden onset of intense apprehension and fearfulness, in the absence of actual danger, accompanied by physical symptoms [such] as heart palpitations, difficulty breathing, chest pain or discomfort, choking or smothering sensations, sweating and dizziness.’¹⁷

		In my understanding, a panic attack can be described as a sudden experience of overwhelming and overpowering anxiety that almost consumes and washes over us, along with a feeling of panic, restlessness and fear. This feeling is accompanied by physical symptoms like difficulty breathing, palpitations and dizziness. It occurs when there is no real threat present.

		As in Roma’s case, it isn’t unusual for people to confuse panic attacks with heart attacks. The symptoms of a panic attack—including a sharp pain in the chest, recurrent chest pains, difficulty breathing and sweating—do mimic a heart attack. The first time around, it can leave the person having a panic attack feeling totally out of control. As a result, it’s very common for people to end up at the hospital or an emergency room where a doctor will check your blood pressure, do an ECG and assess your medical history.

		

		WHAT DOES A PANIC ATTACK LOOK LIKE?

		

		The doctor who examined Roma on both occasions observed she had a panic attack induced by anxiety. She had come for our therapy session with a close friend as she was scared about having another attack and being unable to manage it by herself.

		This is how she, and several others, have described the experience:

		Gasping for air

		Feeling breathless

		A sinking feeling

		A feeling that I’m dying

		A feeling that I’m losing my mind

		It’s never going to stop

		Feeling a pit in the stomach.

		

		

		

		

		The most important thing to remember about a panic attack is that it can creep up on us. When I worked with Roma, I realized that her first three attacks were unexpected; she didn’t even realize that they were panic attacks until a friend brought it up. The attack can often occur out-of-the-blue, but at other times, you can see it coming.

		When it comes to examination anxiety, stage performances or attending a concert or event which is likely to be overcrowded, many people can anticipate an attack.

		Most panic attacks that people experience last anywhere from five to about thirty minutes. The symptoms usually escalate very quickly within the first five to ten minutes. It’s very rare for the attack to last for an hour; generally, most attacks end within fifteen to thirty minutes. However, for someone who is experiencing a panic attack, it can feel like it lasted for hours, because even a couple of minutes can seem terrifying and very scary. At times, the shock and impact of the attack is so intense that it can take hours for the body to relax and for the impact of the exhaustion and fear to wear away.

		

		Is it normal if I feel like crying after a panic attack?

		This is one of the most asked questions in therapy. It’s very common for people of all age groups to feel overwhelmed, helpless and even confused about what is happening to them during a panic attack. This state of overwhelming anxiety, and a feeling that everything is slipping away, can cause anyone to cry. It’s also very routine for people to feel very exhausted after a panic attack.

		

		Those of you who have experienced a panic attack would know that, in most cases, people become hyperaware and hypersensitive after the incident. That’s because panic attacks leave you with a lingering fear of another attack. It’s this unpredictability and feeling of not being in control that makes people uneasy. After a point, often people start panicking about having a panic attack.

		

		

		

		

		WHAT LEADS TO A PANIC ATTACK?

		

		In the chapter on cognitive beliefs (see p. 43), I talked about how your thoughts, fears and beliefs can leave you vulnerable to a panic attack. People who tend to ruminate, overthink and catastrophize may be susceptible to a panic attack.

		Chris, a 23-year-old client, had gone to the airport to drop off his best friend. His friend was moving to New York to pursue a master’s degree. Waving his friend goodbye, Chris began to feel uneasy; he became dizzy and his heart began to race. He’d never felt this way before, so he called his sister to come and get him. He sat at a coffee shop in the airport and attempted to calm himself.

		During our first session, Chris said that he was so shaken by the experience that he hasn’t been able to sleep properly. He was unable to see what caused the attack. As we worked through therapy and I asked him about his thoughts on his friend’s departure, he says, ‘As my friend left, he told me that I must focus on my GMAT studies so that I can make it to his university. After that I started thinking, what if I end up with a bad score and my three attempts turn out to be disastrous? I even imagined that I had blanked out in the paper. All this left me very shaken.’

		His friend’s casual remark led to a very rapid set of negative, catastrophic thoughts in Chris’s mind. Before Chris could even comprehend, his anxious thoughts started to spiral—creating an imagined situation which felt like a threat—leading to a panic attack.

		Thoughts that can trigger panic:

		I won’t be able to live up to everyone’s expectations and will score bad marks.

		Everyone thinks I’m ugly, stupid and they will ignore me at the party.

		I’m going to die, and no one will be able to pay the home loan. My family will have to suffer all their life.

		

		Other situations such as anticipatory grief—where young adults already imagine their parent’s death and feel that they may not be able to live—can leave people vulnerable to panic attacks. Life transitions, such as changing cities, jobs, ending a relationship or death, can induce a state of panic, even if they are events that likely to happen in the future with no real stressor in the present.

		Panic attacks can also be triggered under certain circumstances, like, say, being stuck in a traffic jam or on long-distance flights. In such cases, people form a connection between the situation and a subsequent attack. Moushumi, a client, was travelling alone on a flight to Guwahati when they experienced severe turbulence that took about twenty minutes to settle. For the first time, Moushumi felt uneasy, dizzy, nauseous and fearful that something was going to happen to her. Following that incident, she has been struggling with her fear of airplanes as she constantly worries that she may experience another panic attack.

		Then there’s Neel, a 30-year-old advertising professional, who once got stuck in an elevator alone. He says that the thought of entering or going into a building with a lift for an interview gets him all worked up. The very thought of entering an elevator leaves him with what he describes as ‘a mini panic attack’; his heart beats faster, palms become sweaty and he feels the need to escape the situation. This fear has led Neel to miss some important work meetings and he once even climbed up fifteen floors to fend off his discomfort.

		There are also times when panic attacks are triggered by memories of incidents from the past. A therapist can help you identify the thoughts that may have led to this incident or identify the association.

		

		Nocturnal panic attacks

		Ritwik, a 42-year-old engineer, woke up at 2 a.m. bathed in sweat, breathless, panting and confused. He felt confused, scared and couldn’t make out what was happening to him. He got up, drank some water and held his head in his hands, but he was unable to stop that sinking feeling. At his first therapy session, he told me the incident scared him enough to figure out what had led up to it.

		What Ritwik was experiencing was a nocturnal panic attack, which happens during one’s sleep. Most people who experience them can’t even decipher what’s happening to them; it’s an unsettling experience, but you stabilize quickly. Generally, in few minutes, you start feeling better, but you will find it very difficult to sleep after that.

		These attacks happen without any real reason; research on this topic, which is still evolving, shows that various factors such as stress, underlying anxiety issues, emotional losses and social phobias can act as triggers.

		People who experience a nocturnal panic attack can develop fear of another impending attack as they are unable to determine what led to the first one. It’s a good idea to seek out a qualified mental health professional to help explain this.

		

		

		

		

		OVERCOMING PANIC ATTACKS

		

		Over the years, portrayal of anxiety and panic attacks have made it to web series and television shows. In the NBC family drama This is US, Randall Pearson, one of the key characters played by actor Sterling Brown, experiences a panic attack. During the portrayal, Randall is seen sweating, struggling to breathe, shaking and sitting on the floor.

		The good news is that panic attacks are treatable. Based on the intensity, frequency of attacks and the degree to which it interferes with your life, a qualified mental health professional may suggest medication along with psychotherapy, or just therapy.

		In therapy, I teach clients various ways to self-soothe, which is especially helpful in the context of a panic attack (see p. 196). A lot of work in therapy is also aimed at understanding what a panic attack looks and feels like, and the role of the brain in this. Therapists also work with clients to uncover their self-talk¹⁸, irrational thoughts, beliefs and identifying triggers that lead to attacks.

		What really helps to deal with a panic attack is an understanding of how the body responds when it perceives a threat or potential threat. For e.g., when I worked with Roma, I realized that she and her boyfriend had been fighting a lot and thoughts about their relationship would send her into a tizzy. Every time she catastrophized—in this case, her worst-case scenario was that they would break up—she would have a panic attack.

		In therapy, Roma realized that every time she imagined breaking up, her body went into fight or flight mode which, in turn, triggered a panic attack. Understanding the body’s survival mechanism and identifying the thoughts and feelings that possibly triggered a false alarm helped Roma put a stop to her catastrophic thoughts about the future. Also—with time—she came to learn how to stay in the present, by reminding herself that her relationship still exists, and that she and her partner are working through things. It also made her feel more in control. Learning to practice belly breathing on a regular basis and meditation (see p. 212) helped her feel more centered, which in turn reduced the frequency of attacks.

		It’s usual for people to experience, in their lifetime, a one-off panic attack. Experiencing a one-off panic attack doesn’t mean that you have panic disorder, but it’s best to consult with a qualified mental health professional to understand if there are underlying factors that led to the attack in the first place.

		If you feel that you struggle with recurring panic attacks, it would be a good idea to consult a psychiatrist or a psychologist, who can help determine whether you suffer from panic disorder.

		According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition), diagnosis for panic disorder includes recurrent—and often unexpected—panic attacks and a consistent fear, for a month or more, of future attacks. If this fear comes in the way of an individual’s functioning and leads him or her to avoid certain situations that may trigger a potential attack, it may signal a panic disorder.

		

		What if someone I love is having a panic attack?

		The most important thing you can do is to listen to them and not dismiss what they are feeling. Telling them to calm down will be of no real help.

		Ask their permission before you try to hold their hand or calm them, since some people don’t like being touched or held during a panic attack.

		Your physical presence is enough as the person tries to calm themselves.

		Make a constant deliberate choice to not add to the chaos by panicking yourself. As a client of mine said, ‘I can’t tell my partner about the attacks as he gets so hyper and his anxiety rubs off on me.’
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			Work, Work, Work
		

		

		‘I’d always been very passionate about my career since I first began working nine years ago. This job has long hours, anywhere between ten to twelve hours of work daily, and an additional two hours spent commuting.

		Over the last two years, though, I felt a change overcome me. Nothing seemed to matter anymore, be it the awards, promotions or praise for my work. I continued to work, but on autopilot. I stopped caring about the job and was okay at the thought of giving it up.

		Every morning, I entered the office and experienced a sinking feeling, like I was about to faint or something worse. I struggled with palpitations, restlessness and a feeling of impending doom. It was often difficult to breathe, and I found myself seeking fresh air. At those times, I wondered, was I having a panic attack?

		I gained weight, began smoking a lot more, and thought about taking a sabbatical. I had forgotten what it meant to have fun, remain in the present and not think of work. My parents told me I looked tired and on edge. I avoided meeting friends over the weekend, preferring to spend all day in bed. I thought, “Am I in the wrong career, was I not cut out for the corporate world?” I had lost that spark; now, I was worried about losing myself.’

		– Mohini, 31-year-old PR executive

		

		MOHINI came to see me after she fainted at work, and the doctor suggested she talk to someone about her stress. She was perturbed. ‘Isn’t this what all hardworking adults experience? Don’t other people get tired of constantly working and running around, secretly wishing they will fall ill and be forced to take a break?’ she asked.

		Maybe not, but workplace anxiety is more commonplace than you think. Primarily, it has to do with how the stress that comes from one’s job role, task demands, interpersonal dynamics at work or the overall organizational culture impacts our emotional and mental well-being.

		Over the last few years, greater connectivity via technology and widespread availability of mobile phones has given rise to a culture of working round-the-clock. Living in a hyperconnected world has made it difficult for us to switch off until we consciously choose to do so. Clients describe how, even at 2 a.m., they end up responding to emails or wake up at 7 a.m. to check their Slack messages. Though at home, their minds are already consumed with thoughts of work and it’s then that anxiety begins to take hold.

		Many people struggle with anxiety over losing a job and finding another one. The economy still hasn’t fully recovered from the 2008 financial crash and subsequent recessionary trends, and large-scale layoffs across sectors like media or technology trigger a deeper fear that job loss can happen to anybody. With COVID-19, this anxiety has further grown where people are worrying about possible salary cuts and even loss of their jobs.

		Also, a large part of the working population today belongs to the ‘sandwich generation’.¹⁹ In a country like ours, this is a very real concern across demographic divisions. As the term indicates, those sandwiched feel squashed or constantly pressed for time and attention. This clearly makes it hard for them to concentrate or even consciously think about their own well-being. Stretched between parental demands, addressing the needs of their partner/children and a strenuous job, their anxiety is magnified. With way too many balls in the air, they worry that not doing well at their job will mean all systems—and the people who depend on them—will collapse. That’s a massive trigger already; then add inflation to that. I’m often told that the increasing cost of childrens’ education and medical care for parents, and salary hikes not being in proportion to the cost of living, are a big worry.

		

		NORMALIZING WORK STRESS

		

		You: How are you doing?

		Friend: Tired. You?

		You: Tired, ready to crash.

		Friend: Weekend plans?

		You: Just sleep, no energy to do anything. You?

		Friend: Same.

		

		These two could be any of my clients or friends. Anxiety is often categorized as an invisible illness, but within the corporate world, media and other industries, we have normalized the narrative of workplace stress. It’s worrisome how we have come to accept stress and anxiety as an inevitable part of our job process, almost like a rite of passage before we reach a position of control. We all have fallen for the myth that things will slow down eventually, but the reality is that they don’t. Things only change when we choose to slow down ourselves.

		Earlier in this chapter, I’ve talked about how a fast-changing work environment has led to higher anxiety levels. At interviews, prospective employees are often told that during busy months, they are expected to work from home over weekends. The culture of sending emails at odd hours, followed by messages over the phone, receiving calls over the weekend and holiday season, indicate how deep this problem runs. The worry is that everyone seems to be consensually signing up for this because we have normalized how work happens and, most importantly, that there is no choice. On the employee chain, if you are on a lower rung—someone who’s just beginning their first job—this no-choice narrative becomes stronger.

		A 40-year-old client told me how he was at lunch with his family on a Sunday afternoon when he saw two missed calls from his boss. He thought it was an emergency, so he stepped away from the table to call her back. The boss ended up spending the next twenty-five minutes giving him work, discussing a presentation that was due two weeks later and refused to end the call. By the time he returned to the table, his wife and children had almost finished their meal and were annoyed at him.

		When he narrated this incident to his colleagues, they said, ‘Welcome to the club’. They joked about how all of them spent their weekends anxiously anticipating a call or message from the boss. ‘It would be a miracle if we didn’t hear from her,’ they said.

		

		

		

		

		This reflects how deeply entrenched this normalization of anxiety has become, and it is certainly damaging. In therapy sessions, I meet people who are absolutely exhausted with work but wonder if they are too weak or unable to cope with the increasing pressure. Mohini, for instance, told me that whenever she thought about getting help for her anxiety, she compared herself to other friends who worked as hard, were underpaid and managed families. She thought she was just weak as an individual and way too entitled.

		Stress about weekend phone calls and working late nights top the list when it comes to workplace anxiety. Mohini recalls how a plan to go trekking with three friends was derailed as they spent the entire weekend in their hotel room, responding to work emails and calls. Normalization of this type of behaviour has made it difficult for employees to raise objections about it. A client of mine said that it was only when he articulated his concerns in therapy that he realized they were ‘genuine’ and that he wasn’t exaggerating. When he did speak to his boss, the latter was supportive, receptive and asked him what could he do to ease the work stress.

		The trouble with normalizing work stress and anxiety is that often people don’t realize until it’s too late that they are heading toward burnout. Small irritants and daily annoyances can eventually lead up to a tipping point where people impulsively choose to give up their jobs and, in some cases, even their corporate careers.

		

		SYMPTOMS OF WORKPLACE ANXIETY

		

		Anxiety at the workplace manifests itself in the context of physical, emotional and behavioural symptoms. Generally, it is a good idea to ask yourself if you have experienced these symptoms one-off or consistently over a month or more.

		If the symptoms persist and interfere with your personal or occupational functioning, you must reach out to a qualified mental health professional who can help you work through this.

		Here’s a checklist of possible tell-tale signs of what your anxiety could look like when your workplace is the stressor. The list is often exhaustive in my experience, so tick the ones that apply to you:

		

		Repetitive thoughts about office work and co-workers even after you have left the workplace, on weekends too.

		Difficulty falling asleep, inability to fall asleep, or feeling too wired.

		Change in appetite (loss or overeating).

		Significant weight gain/ loss.

		Feeling a sense of disillusionment about the work.

		Struggle to pay attention/concentrate at work.

		Inability to meet deadlines.

		Chronic sense of fatigue/exhaustion when it comes to work.

		Difficulty doing tasks which you could do easily early on and now find overwhelming.

		Fear of failure.

		Struggle with breathlessness, palpitations and physical uneasiness when at work.

		Feeling shaky and jittery about tasks that came naturally to you earlier, like making a presentation or hosting an event at work.

		Constant feeling of restlessness and uneasiness accompanied by a feeling of being overwhelmed.

		Quickly irritable.

		Lowering of threshold when it comes to stress tolerance, frustration or even feedback that’s directed at you.

		Increased absenteeism.

		Increased error rate or silly mistakes.

		Psychosomatic manifestations of anxiety in the form of headaches, stomach ache, lower back pain and other ailments.

		Increased smoking, drinking or cannabis use which is commonly known as ‘smoking’ up.

		

		While all of us have experienced some of the symptoms mentioned, it’s important to determine the intensity and frequency of these symptoms over time. For e.g., if you are disillusioned and tired because you are working on a short-term project that you don’t like, it assumes a different form. However, if you are feeling that way for three months—and beginning to not feel anything at all—it can indicate that you are headed for a burnout.

		It’s also important to note if these symptoms are experienced in isolation or combined with other symptoms, and the degree to which they interfere with your day-to-day functioning. My experience tells me that stress has a huge role to play in the way we consume alcohol, cigarettes, cannabis or even dependency to hard drugs. When clients struggle with this sense of uneasiness, they tell me that their cigarette breaks go up. A 29-year-old client who works in a multinational company, says, ‘The only time I felt I could actually breathe is when I took a cigarette break. Otherwise, I was nauseated.’ This client started smoking while on the job and felt it had become a crutch to help her manage her work anxiety. ‘In the last two months I have gone up from five to ten cigarettes a day and I hate it,’ she says.

		When you find yourself cultivating unhelpful anxiety habits, it may be a good moment to take a pause and evaluate the impact of the job on your emotional well-being.

		

		Men and women differ in their anxieties

		Gender plays a huge role in who reports anxiety and at what stage people reach out for help. It’s much harder for men in general and particularly difficult when it comes to anxiety and stress that is triggered by the workplace.

		This largely has to do with how we have, over the years, perceived gendered roles. If we look at the evolution of anxiety among Indian men, a huge part of it begins early on when they make choices about their college education. Take a minute to count the number of men you know who are not engineers, doctors, MBAs or commerce graduates? These careers are considered lucrative and safe. Careers that lie outside of these choices are often looked down upon.

		Suppression of one’s desires and feelings start at an early age for men. A 32-year-old client recalls experiencing his first bout of anxiety when he got his Class 12 results and realized he would be pushed into engineering. He wondered if expectations of him becoming a provider would take precedence over what he wanted to do in life, which included photography and becoming an advocate for climate change.

		When he came for therapy, I asked him, ‘Do you remember being anxiety-free in the last few years?’ He said, ‘No, it hasn’t stopped. First it was good grades in school and college, then earn money for my parents, get married and secure my family.’ He had a specific request: he wanted to learn how to manage the nerve-wracking anxiety he had been experiencing till he turned forty, which is when he would have earned enough money to do the things he enjoyed.

		Most women, on the other hand, reach out to discuss issues of family. Mainly, their sense of continuously being squeezed between work demands and family expectations. They are often riddled with guilt and frustration which reflects in poor physical and emotional self-care and a continual sense of being exhausted.

		As Brené Brown writes in her book Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead²⁰—any sign of vulnerability is often perceived as shame for men. This, combined with the socially conditioned ‘Provider’ role, makes it harder for them to reach out for therapy. Women, on the other hand, often assign shame to themselves when they think they are not able to multitask or manage home, work and children, all of it super efficiently.

		

		COPING WITH ANXIETY AT WORK

		

		Our workplace anxiety can be broadly understood in the context of how our personal beliefs, irrational thoughts and expectations add to our work stress. Then consider factors which—at an organizational level—contribute to our stress. Learning to discern between the two is important.

		In my experience, these are the most common anxiety-inducing situations at work. I’ve suggested solutions for how you can deal with them as well:

		

		Dealing with a difficult boss

		The Micromanaging Boss. Clients frequently talk about how a leader who watches over their every action is intrusive, anxiety-provoking and detrimental to progress in tasks they have been assigned. The lack of trust makes employees feel resentful. I recall a client telling me how his anxiety levels would shoot up because his boss would phone him at any time of the day and ask for project updates; he would also shoot daily emails and text messages asking the same.

		The Uncommunicative Boss. If you have repeatedly tried talking to your boss but have met with radio silence, it is a big red flag. It leaves people feeling unheard and makes them feel that what they have to say is not important enough. It also generates feelings of unfairness and resentment.

		The Temperamental Boss. This one is tricky. Many clients say that while they absolutely love their job, their burnout comes from having a boss who is mercurial and often difficult to talk to. Feeling like they’re walking on eggshells, they often experience high levels of anxiety. Without a trigger or anything going wrong, there is scope for big arguments and miscommunication. Employees feel that their primary job is to placate their boss and, as a result, work quality is impacted. Also, there is a constant feeling of tension which can be very draining.

		

		Solution: Start by asking yourself what emotions get triggered in you when you work with a boss who has these qualities. The narrative of having conversation with a difficult boss is dependent on whether s/he is open and receptive to having these conversations. Also, learning to give feedback in the context of not blaming another person, but framing it from an efficiency perspective, may work better. Yet each of these situations are so specific and there is no ‘one solution’ that fits all. Hence, you must learn to trust yourself and consider if it will help to have a conversation. At the same time, learn to identify factors that are a function of someone’s personality and not a reflection on you.

		

		Unrealistic deadlines or excessive work

		A client described how she found herself stuck in a situation where she was handling four projects simultaneously whereas other employees were doing just one or two projects. On one hand, she felt that her talent was being appreciated but on the other, she felt exploited, anxious and exhausted.

		Solution: Unrealistic deadlines can bring about a feeling of being overwhelmed, loss of control and lowered levels of motivation. It’s important to talk to your manager and be honest and assertive about how you feel. Present the situation with facts and evidence without trying to blame anyone else. See if work can be delegated, shared with a co-worker or the deadline extended. Build a plan of action with your manager that allows you to be at your optimum best, yet not feel overstretched.

		Before you speak to a manger, however, ask yourself if your Impostor Syndrome (see p. 140) has led you to take on too many projects to prove yourself. If yes, then take this moment to set your boundaries and evaluate your self-esteem issues.

		

		Lack of clarity about job roles

		One of the most common concerns that employees struggle with is when their job roles are not clearly defined. Combined with poor communication regarding priorities, clear structuring of goals and responsibilities, this can trigger massive anxiety for employees who are likely to be confused and unsure.

		Solution: It helps to identify and become aware that, there is lack of clarity over goals. Most often, people struggle with this. Whether it’s over email or in person—choose to have a conversation where you can ask for more clarity, and questions that help answer your doubts about priorities and timelines.

		

		Dealing with criticism and ridicule

		All of us have worked in jobs where we have been recipients of feedback that hasn’t been constructive. Feedback that takes the form of ridicule, hostility and character assassination, and is based on shaming the individual, can often be unproductive for the individual as well as the organization. For a lot of people, this can include co-workers who may pass sly remarks or feedback in the form of insensitive comments.

		Solution: One of the important questions that you need to ask yourself is, ‘How good are you at receiving feedback?’ Often, the feedback provided is about work and not a reflection of you as a person. In situations where the feedback is unproductive or seemingly too harsh, learn to assess the feedback before absorbing it all.

		An important adult task to avoid anxiety is learning to filter the feedback received. Take time to respond and separate facts versus feelings. Respond to unfair criticism with facts rather than getting emotionally tangled.

		

		Sexism, harassment, bullying and discrimination

		In certain companies, there seems to be a culture of passing inappropriate jokes, references and even backhanded compliments. A client recalls how, during a team potluck lunch, she was told, ‘You cook such sumptuous food. Maybe home is the right place for you.’

		Sexist or misogynistic behaviour in the workplace can be anxiety inducing as it takes the focus away from an individual’s job. Most women feel they must work extra hard to prove their worth as they are often subjected to unsavoury comments about their character. It goes both ways—a 42-year-old male client who was recently divorced recalls how his boss would dump a lot of work on him, while joking about how much free time he now had. Both men and women tell me how their separation or divorce becomes a reason for discrimination, jokes and sometimes greater exploitation, too.

		

		

		

		

		Workplace bullying can be harmful and anxiety-provoking. One client was called ten times on a Sunday afternoon for a project report that was due in ten days while another was badgered as he lay in a hospital bed with dengue. The former said he felt cornered, but the latter experienced frustration and anger. When complaints raised with the management and HR went unaddressed, both (employed in different companies) chose to put in their papers.

		Solution: These anxiety-inducing situations require systemic policies in place for the issues to be addressed. Organizations need to take responsibility in the context of building policies and even implementing them at large when it comes to the mental health of employees.
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			Taking a Mental Health Sabbatical
		

		

		IN the previous chapter, I’ve discussed the problems of normalizing work anxiety. If not managed at the initial stages, stress and anxiety can lead us to the downward spiral of what Christina Maslach termed ‘burnout’.

		Maslach, a professor of psychology and researcher at the University of California, is one of the pioneering researchers on job burnout. The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) is the most widely used instrument to measure burnout.

		The term ‘burnout’ originated in the context of how our job stress can leave us physically and emotionally depleted. Burnout typically is a combination of a chronic sense of exhaustion, disillusionment with one’s work and lowered engagement, coupled with a nagging cynicism.

		The World Health Organization (WHO) has defined burnout²¹ as ‘a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully manged’. The syndrome is characterized by three dimensions:

		Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion

		Increased mental distance from one’s job or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job

		Reduced professional efficacy.

		

		Most times, burnout is an insidiously silent process; it develops over time due to prolonged chronic stress that is primarily work related. It is not brought on by a massive crisis or sticky situation. When people find themselves struggling with burnout, even the basic task of getting to work can feel overwhelming.

		Mohini, who I talked about in the previous chapter, displayed symptoms of chronic anxiety and exhaustion which were all a manifestation of burnout. Six months into therapy, she quit her job to take better care of her emotional health.

		Mohini’s burnout can be understood in the context of the three characteristics of burnout mentioned earlier, which are at the core of Maslach’s work:

		Chronic exhaustion. When people are struggling with burnout, they find themselves emotionally and physically famished. Mohini, for instance, described herself as being perpetually tired. Even on lighter days at work or on holidays, the exhaustion lingers. That’s why a weekend break or vacation doesn’t solve the problem; it’s just a temporary fix.

		Cynicism. Maslach believes this is a central feature of burnout, exhibited when people begin to feel pessimistic and hopeless about the workplace, their future, and even about themselves. Mohini was okay quitting her job at the drop of a hat despite having little money saved up.

		Disillusionment, combined with this degree of cynicism, is a slippery slope. People end up becoming more irritable, on edge and jumpy, as a result.

		Negative self-evaluation. This is also referred to as the absence of personal or professional efficacy. It manifests when people begin to feel a lack of belief or faith in themselves or their work and accomplishments. Life and work are described as ‘meaningless’; achievements are downplayed or criticized. Mohini was afraid of ‘losing herself’; another client, in the legal profession, says, ‘I feel working here has been a soul-crushing experience for me. I make mistakes and nothing I do makes me feel happy. I don’t think I’m ever going to recover from this.’ Burnout often induces this feeling of learned helplessness which is anxiety provoking.

		Here are some other ways that burnout manifests itself:

		

		Absenteeism

		Psychosomatic illnesses like severe back pain, consistent gastrointestinal problems

		Physical problems like low/high blood pressure, lowered immunity

		Impulsive behaviour which could be abruptly putting in one’s papers, a pattern of addiction

		Angry outbursts, lowered threshold both physically and emotionally

		Avoidance behaviour reflected both at work and home, in acts of withdrawal from social activities.

		

		Dealing with burnout

		It’s important to remember that burnout doesn’t always mean that it’s time to quit. What is required is a ‘pause’ to re-examine your life choices, personal beliefs around work and self-esteem, and organizational culture.

		I place a great deal of emphasis on introspection, as I believe a violation of our core values contributes significantly to burnout. For instance, during therapy, my client from the legal firm realized that he was working in an organization where nobody really cared about the concept of personal time, which is precious to him. Clearly, there was a dissonance between his beliefs and those of his company. The same goes for a client who felt violated when he was sent messages at odd hours in the night or over the weekend.

		Having said that, burnout should not be considered individual problem; often it is the result of a larger, systemic failure. Any steps an employee takes to work on their mental health will have little value if they are not supported by a change in organizational policy that addresses and caters to the same goals. It’s very important for organizations to create a culture where employees can be honest if they need to visit a psychiatrist or therapist. Organizations need to start exploring and understanding their stance when an employee suffers from panic attacks, a bout of low mood, suicidal ideation or days where the anxiety may become overwhelming. Since mental health is rarely discussed openly at work, many employees feel they will be judged, shamed and face consequences in the context of promotions, appraisals or quality of projects assigned to them, if they draw attention to their issues. Of course, I can see that attitudes are changing. A couple of times in a month, some of my clients have permission to come late to work after a therapy session; they are also allowed to leave work early or take a half day if they have a psychiatrist’s appointment lined up. At the same time, these organizations are a mere handful; we have a long way to go.

		Employees are likely to be less burnt out if they work in environments which they feel there is fairness in the context of pay, workload, promotions and an overall organizational functioning. In therapy, many clients talk about how emotional rewards such as praise, appreciation and validation provide a positive experience at work. While getting paid a certain salary is important, it must be accompanied by social rewards like recognition. Employees tend to become anxious when these needs aren’t met. People are less likely to struggle with burnout and anxiety under circumstances where they feel motivated and enjoy the task.

		Organizations can start by acknowledging that burnout is a psychological phenomenon triggered by workplace stress. This could be either in the form of support, helplines or having counsellors and psychiatrists on their panel. It can only work if companies are non-judgmental and sensitive while implementing these measures.

		Other initiatives, such as having clear criteria for promotion, providing jobs that allow for autonomy, a strong human resources department committed to employee needs and creating a safe environment at work, go a long way in preventing organizational burnout.

		

		

		

		

		TIME YOUR TIME OUT RIGHT

		

		Burnout will remain an inevitable and unavoidable condition if lifestyle changes are not made an integral part of the solution. Some of these changes, including building pause rituals into your day, greater mindfulness and being aware of how your body responds to stress at work, have been discussed in the third section of this book (see p. 195).

		Over the last few years, I’ve seen a trend where people—across age groups—are going on sabbaticals to concentrate on their mental health. Clients, usually those aged below thirty-five, are also taking a ‘time out’ from their lucrative and stable jobs to find their passion. They are using this time develop a sustainable self-care routine and recalibrate their career choices in order to prioritize their mental health.

		Sonam, a 34-year-old marketing manager who I worked with, had hit a plateau at work. She explains, ‘I achieved what I wanted to and had nothing to give to my role anymore. Although I was in line for a promotion and massive salary hike, I couldn’t shake my disinterest in the job. I didn’t enjoy it anymore.’ At this time, Sonam began to feel super anxious in meetings, when she had to take flights for work and even while sending emails.

		As we worked together in therapy, Sonam realized that her indecisiveness about quitting was responsible for her anxiety. She assessed her bank balance, drew up a plan for a three-month sabbatical and put in her papers. During her sabbatical, she joined a yoga class, took out time for therapy sessions and realized her lifelong dream of working at an animal farm. She also made time to examine her expectations from future employment. Eventually, she opted for a job that was challenging, didn’t require her to travel and discouraged working on weekends.

		There are two crucial aspects to ensuring your sabbatical is a success:

		Timing. Generally, it is a good idea to plan a sabbatical before you are hit by burnout; afterwards, it can feel forced. Saturated and disillusioned, you may also end up spending most of your time trying to rejuvenate yourself and getting back to a routine of self-care.

		    When it feels like you are on the verge of becoming overwhelmed, and you can sense the exhaustion seeping in, ask yourself—what can I do to change this situation?

		Having a game plan. Sonam’s sabbatical was a success, in part, because she knew exactly what she wanted to do in that time away from work. I’ve seen how unplanned breaks or sabbaticals often send people into downward spirals of Netflix binges, excessive food orders on delivery apps, decision fatigue²² and lethargy. Have you ever browsed through a streaming service viewing list and not found a single movie or show to watch? Sabbaticals can go the same way —people feel anxious and overwhelmed by the number of choices before them and end up postponing making any decisions.

		

		One of the greatest advantages of a sabbatical is that it allows you time to consider and build an internal locus of control. A concept introduced by psychologist Julian Rotter in 1954, internal locus of control basically means identifying and recognizing factors that you can change or are largely in your control.

		One of the underlying causes of burnout, and the desire to take a sabbatical, is the feeling of being helpless, or having lost control. On a sabbatical, you can control what your day looks like and that is both empowering and healing. With time, this type of decision making can become second nature. For e.g., Sonam made a conscious decision not to take a job that involved traveling; once back at work, she also chose to continue her early morning yoga class three times a week.

		There are other benefits to a sabbatical. Work pressure doesn’t allow people to introspect on their long-term goals, so a sabbatical gives you the time to make more mindful decisions. At times, organizations perceive timely sabbaticals as value-adding to an employee’s learning agility.

		The answer, however, doesn’t always lie in taking a sabbatical. Plus, not everyone may need or can afford one. That’s why I always tell clients to develop a lifestyle that incorporates time for pauses and downtime, which can help lower their need for long, extended sabbaticals.

		

		

		

		

		Remember, sabbaticals that are not well planned can become a trigger for anxiety so make sure you have your goals in place.
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			Too Wired and Too Tired
		

		

		OVER the last few years, technology and social media have become a part of our most personal territories—our workspaces, homes and even our bedrooms. In therapy, when clients need to set a context for their conversations, they often hand me their phones and ask me to read their texts.

		Our relationship with technology is complicated and consistently evolving. It has empowered us to optimize our time, energy and resources, and has given us the means to connect with people over all the world. At the same time, technology has become a source of anxiety and is frequently brought up during therapy sessions.

		In this chapter, I’m going to explore how thoughts, beliefs and habits formed in relation to technology shape our lives. I’m also going to suggest mindful choices you can make while using technology that will help take care of your emotional health.

		

		THE ITCH

		

		‘I’ve been a scriptwriter for over a decade. In the past, I’ve suffered from creative blocks and been unable to write, but this time it’s so bad that I’m feeling anxious. I am so distracted; after every fifteen minutes, I have the urge to check my phone, Reddit or Twitter. I allow myself a ten-minute distraction and then I go back to work. But these multiple social media breaks are tiring me out.

		It’s as if I’m not in control and I’m beginning to lose my confidence. I’m also worried I may eventually lose work if I can’t stick to my deadlines. I’m known for my ability to deliver on time and for being extremely focused but it’s all slipping away. Nobody knows how much I struggle to concentrate. The only thing that’s constant is my urge to comfort myself by looking at my phone. I’m exhausted and constantly worried that it’s the end of my career, thanks to my dependence to the phone.’

		– Aamir, 37-year-old writer

		

		Aamir’s got a bad case of the ‘Itch’ and he’s not alone. From students to start-up entrepreneurs, Gen Z’s to baby boomers, corporate employees to homemakers, next to no one is immune to it.

		This behaviour, where we can’t keep our hands off our phones or computers, is what I refer to as an Itch. The sense of restlessness or inability to sit still that people experience when they are without their gadgets is comparable to being itchy, and scratching—or checking your device—is the only way to satiate that urgent need.

		All of us have experienced this Itch at various times and in varying intensity. According to research, as a society we’re veering towards an addiction.

		We Are Social and Hootsuite’s ‘Global Digital Report for 2019’²³ revealed that world internet users are spending about six hours forty-two minutes online every day. That’s more than one hundred days of online time per user per year. At least half of this time was spent on the phone. I can corroborate this—clients tell me that on certain days, their phone usage is anywhere between six to ten hours and most of that time is spent on Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp.

		In December 2019, Cybermedia Research (CMR) and global smartphone brand Vivo released a joint survey report²⁴ titled ‘Smartphones and their Impact on Human Relationships’. Surveying two thousand respondents aged between eighteen and forty-five, across India’s top eight cities, the study found that the average Indian spends around one-third of his or her waking hours on the phone, translating to roughly 1,800 hours a year.

		Yet another study conducted by Dscout, a Chicago-based research platform, found that on an average, users touch (type and swipe) their phones 2,617 times every day²⁵. People whose usage was higher than the average touched their phones more than 5,400 times every day. This research was conducted in 2016—don’t the numbers seem scary?

		

		
			[image: images]
		

		

		This humorous take on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs indicates how dependent we have become on technology.

		

		The Itch, by its very narrative, shows up not just when we are working but also at moments when people are spending time with their loved ones or even when they’re alone! I was astonished by one of the key findings of the CMR-Vivo report, which revealed one in three people feel that they can’t even have a five-minute conversation with friends or family without looking at their phone.

		

		

		

		

		* Dan Abromowitz and Eugenia Viti, ‘Internet-Psychology Glossary’, The New Yorker , 7 May 2019.

		

		Ask yourself—why do we like to scratch a wound when it’s healing? It’s the same need that drives us to check an Instagram story, scroll down Twitter or read an online article that has no connection to what we’re in the middle of doing. It’s impossible to resist, whether you admit it or not.

		This Itch is deeply anxiety-provoking as it takes you away from the task at hand. Then, when you do give into the impulse and scratch, you add guilt to the feelings of anxiety. The Itch leaves us feeling constantly wired, alert and, as a result, we can’t be relaxed. Most people think that the opposite of relaxed is our ability to work consistently; however, that’s not true. The opposite of relaxed is this continual state of anxiety we are in, even when we are not working.

		

		What makes us Itch?

		How often do you find yourself watching something on TV and then reaching out for your phone? So many of my clients and friends tell me that they struggle with this and, to be honest, even I’m guilty of falling into this trap. The moment a TV show becomes kind of boring or a scene from a movie is stretched out, you experience an urge to look for something that is seemingly more engaging.

		The Itch can be explained in the context of neurotransmitters and our own beliefs. Most often, people are not even conscious about what’s driving them to this behaviour.

		Dopamine loops. Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that is part of the brain’s reward centre. It is one of the neurotransmitters responsible for motivation, sexual desire, appetite and even mood.

		All social media applications are designed to create dopamine loops that keep users coming back for more. For e.g., say you shared a post on Instagram. The likes, comments, heart eye emojis, claps, etc., are signals which your brain reads as rewards for the action (the Instagram post). The rewards will make your neurons release more dopamine, leaving you with a good feeling. It becomes a vicious cycle or ‘loop’ that manipulates you into posting again and again.

		Immediate gratification. You post a picture and within microseconds, you may get few likes. Who doesn’t want the kind of instant gratification that is facilitated by our gadgets? When we are stuck with work assignments or simply bored, social media can feel like a ray of sunshine. We consider it low effort and passive; hence, it can make us feel better. As compared to that, if you text a friend or try calling, you may have to engage with them for a longer time and put in greater effort. Unconsciously or consciously, we choose convenience and immediate gratification.

		Productivity Guilt. Our definition of efficiency now includes staying updated about everything, as mentioned in ‘The Anxious Generation’ chapter (see p. 129). Productivity Guilt—the constant feeling that we should be doing more—keeps leading us back to social media apps and makes us consciously seek out updates.

		FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). In a world that’s fast changing, there is something new to learn by the second. Our desire to catch up manifests in this Itch. The human need to ‘know it all’ leads to FOMO. Of course, we all know that realistically, there is no way to catch up on everything. It’s an illusion we all are chasing.

		I’ve addressed FOMO in more detail while discussing the millennial anxiety experience (see p. 132)

		

		Impact of the Itch

		The Itch causes an almost ripple effect where our concentration, attention span and memory are all impacted. The fallout? Our self-esteem is compromised, and this increases our anxiety levels. Here are ways that the Itch impacts us:

		Poor attention span. This Itch comes in the way of how long we can concentrate or focus on a task at hand. So many clients like Aamir share how, over the last two to five years, their attention levels have dropped. I hear clients say things like:

		

		I haven’t finished reading a single book in six months.

		I start reading four articles at the same time and I don’t even finish reading one.

		My husband has been telling me how I’m so lost in my phone world that I’m missing out on so many happy, joyous moments, whether on a holiday or to do with our son.

		I was this extrovert person and now I think my ability to listen to people has been impacted, so I’m glued to the phone.

		

		Aamir told me he had one hundred articles bookmarked to read, but whenever he started on one, he became distracted by a text message, work email or social media app. He kept waiting for the moment when he could give it his full attention, but that time never arrived. That’s where he realized that he was waiting for an elusive best moment.

		Tendency towards skimming. One of the fallouts of a dwindling attention span is our tendency to skim while reading. This causes anxiety because, while people are exposed to a lot more information, they feel that they are not learning as much. It makes them underconfident and anxious as they long to be able to deep-dive, stay with the material and make deep emotional connections that allow learning to stick.

		I often hear people say that reading on the phone has encouraged skimming behaviour, since it’s not the most convenient device for immersive reading.

		A multitasking mess. We have lured our brain into believing that it is capable of multitasking. I often joke with my clients that the number of tabs open on their laptop are reflective of the number of tabs open in their heads. Whether it’s a social media notification, a Slack message or just a work mail about filling an invoice? These seemingly harmless micro breaks that our Itch forces us to take come with a huge price tag attached to them.

		To look at it, when people are moving between a work email and social media, they are not actually multitasking, but switching their attention between two separate tasks. For e.g., talking to a parent over the phone and folding clothes is an example of multitasking. This kind of multitasking doesn’t really come in the way of our productivity as one of the tasks of folding clothes is not complex.

		On most days we are not multitasking, but task switching. The two are often confused. Imagine this scenario: You are sitting in the car, on your way to a meeting, trying to finish a call with your parent on your airpod while giving directions to your driver. You are so busy discussing things that you miss an important turn. Then, you become anxious, tell your driver to go back and take that turn. Here, the driver is asking you for directions but because you switch tasks and take a call, he makes a wrong turn. You are now late, anxious and irritated at your driver.

		In an interview published by Fast Company, Gloria Mark, a professor in the Department of Informatics at University of California, Irvine, explains why interruptions are damaging. ‘It’s generally counterproductive if you’re working on one task and you’re interrupted on a completely different topic. People have to shift their cognitive resources, or attentional resources, to a completely different topic,’ she says.²⁶

		Mark, who studies digital distraction, found that it takes people on an average about twenty-three minutes and fifteen seconds to return their attention to the original task following an interruption.²⁷

		In the context of productivity, this is a massive cost. Also, it can be exhausting, frustrating and stressful because each time we go back to the original task, we need to align our brain all over again.

		Maybe that’s why we read emails multiple times nowadays? Because at any given time our attention is interrupted by various things. Imagine you are talking to a colleague, an email reaches your inbox, you look at it, but your attention is divided. When you want to reply to it, you read it again as you are not sure if you read every word that first time around.

		Linda Stone, writer and consultant, coined the term ‘continuous partial attention’ for this. Under the pretext of multitasking, she claims, we are denying the attention focus that work or our relationships require. Whether it’s our intimate partners, friends, co-workers or children, they all are at the receiving end of continuous partial attention. We are feeling more disconnected, lonely and unseen by others since everyone’s looking at their phones or gadgets.

		Constantly trying to close multiple tabs, we are overwhelmed, never really present and hence anxious.

		This anxiety reflects what I have termed TWTF—which stands for ‘Too Wired and Too Fatigued’. Catering to relationships, people and conversations via multiple platforms makes us anxious, and that anxiety is expressed through exasperation, exhaustion and fatigue. I’d like to think that, in all those moments, our body is sending us a subtle reminder that the brain can’t handle multitasking.

		

		

		

		

		Lowered self-esteem. The restlessness brought on by this Itch leaves people feeling like they are no longer in control. People who acknowledge this to themselves also experience guilt and shame at their failure to discipline themselves. This leads to bouts of low self-esteem. Poor concentration and focus, and the inability to sleep—all consequences of the Itch—further adds to their dejection, as they believe they are ‘not strong enough’ to restrain themselves.

		

		It’s unfortunate that, when we see our friends and peers, who are in our social circle, class and network, engage in this behaviour it becomes normalized. There are even memes and GIFs devoted to it! The problem with this so-called legitimization, however, is that we feel helpless, powerless and disappointed in our own self.

		I learnt the word ‘phubbing’ a couple of years ago when my eight-year-old daughter pointed out that I was busy phubbing while she was trying to have a conversation with me.

		Looking it up, I read that phubbing or phone snubbing, is a combination of phone + snubbing. In moments when we are looking at our phone while others are trying to talk to us, we consciously or even unconsciously may be making them feel ignored and not seen. A 37-year-old client of mine calls it ‘the new normal’. She says, ‘Whenever I go to meet friends, at parties, everybody seems to be on their phones, either checking email or their social media pages. I’m literally the odd one out who seems to be staring at others. In defence of myself, I also start looking at my phone. It’s sad, but not worse than everyone thinking that I have nothing to do apart from staring at people’s faces!’

		Most people I speak to, in therapy and out, admit said that this inability to control the Itch makes them feel small, almost dependent and, in turn, helpless and disappointed in their own abilities. A client once said, ‘This obsession with wanting to look at my phone is a reminder that I have failed when it comes to self-discipline.’

		Just because all of us, at some stage, have stumbled and fallen for this, should we keep on doing this? Just because it is common practice doesn’t mean it’s okay to engage in it, right?

		

		BEDTIME PROCRASTINATION

		

		One of the most common concerns I hear in therapy is clients telling me how they find it hard to sleep at a particular time, establish sleep routines and, most importantly, how they delay sleep, even when they are sleepy.

		Researchers Floor Kroese, Dennis Ridder, Catherine Evans and Marieke Adriaanse from the Department of Clinical and Health Psychology, Utrecht University, Netherlands define bedtime procrastination as ‘failing to go to bed at the intended time, while no external circumstances prevent a person from doing so.’ Their study²⁸, published in 2014, found that people who scored low on self-regulation were more likely to report bedtime procrastination.

		A 26-year-old male client describes the experience: ‘I came home, terribly tired from work at 9 p.m., had a shower, ate dinner and by 11.30 p.m. I was in bed, ready to sleep. Then, I started checking Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, and the next thing I know it was 1.30 a.m and I was still on my phone. Can you believe I spent two hours just going through random people’s lives? Every other night, I fall down this rabbit hole. It’s frustrating, because by the time I put away all my gadgets, it’s past 2.30 a.m. I usually feel guilty afterwards, and because of that, I toss and turn for another forty-five minutes or so before I fall off to sleep.’

		Most people don’t even realize that they are engaging in a pattern of bedtime procrastination. Unfortunately, this is another behavioural trait that has been normalized despite its damaging effects—the blue light that is emitted by various gadgets, including our phone, suppresses melatonin. Melatonin is the hormone that is responsible for our circadian rhythms and ability to sleep. Blue light keeps us awake and wired.

		

		

		

		

		Are you one of those people who spends time on your phone before going to sleep? You’re probably grappling with productivity guilt and an inability to sleep due to the harmful effects of blue light.

		What you need to do is set a ‘downtime’ where either your phone’s data is off, or your phone (and laptop) are completely switched off. Most phone models today have an inbuilt option of screen time and digital well-being, both excellent systems for battling phone addiction.

		Try setting a thirty-minute period just before sleeping where you don’t use the phone or any other gadget. This allows your brain to relax.

		It also helps to ask yourself this question: what does rest look like to you?

		For most people, the definition of rest is not limited to the moments where we are sleeping. Bedtime procrastination is connected to this idea, that it’s okay to be on a screen until we sleep because, aren’t we resting?

		You’re not. In moments where we choose to not look at the phone, stay with our bodily sensations and just pause ahead of sleeping can be defined as rest. As discussed earlier, it’s the nature of the mind to be distracted. For e.g., if you posted an Instagram story just before sleeping, your mind is likely to be on responses to your story. You may be lying on the bed, but your mind is anxious.

		

		SETTING DIGITAL BOUNDARIES

		

		As I’ve illustrated above, tech-induced anxiety is a real thing. Just like we need to establish boundaries for our intimate relationships, we need to do the same with technology and our gadgets.

		Establishing digital boundaries basically involves assessing our relationship with our phones and gadgets and developing solutions that allow us to use them mindfully. Here’s how to do it:

		

		Create a digital log of your phone/device usage

		The first step to dealing with the anxiety linked to phone usage is becoming aware of the number of hours you spend online. Tools like Screen Time on iPhones or Digital Wellbeing on Android phones are designed to give you an exact breakdown of time spent on social media, entertainment and productivity-related activities.

		I recall asking a client, a 22-year-old student starting her first job, to monitor her phone usage for a week. She came back saying that she had ended up using the phone for sixteen hours on the first day. Then, as she became more and more cognitively aware of the time spent, she began using this information to set time limits on her usage. It’s easier said than done, but you may discover things like you spend more time checking a person’s profile or your own Instagram story, repeatedly. Those moments can help you pinpoint what aspect of your online behaviour triggers your anxiety. Or, as a client jokingly said, looking at the screen time option and time spent on it was itself an anxiety-inducing stressor.

		Cognitive awareness of your online behaviour is the first step towards dealing with the anxiety of being constantly wired.
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		Your phone can limit your screen time for you.

		

		When you schedule downtime in ‘Settings’, only phone calls and apps that you choose to allow are available. Sometimes, introducing this forced downtime goes a long way in helping you monitor your online usage and anxiety, especially for those grappling with bedtime procrastination and disconnect anxiety²⁹.

		

		Scheduled unavailability

		Having fixed hours when you don’t want to access your phone often goes a long way towards setting boundaries. I often tell clients that we spend so much of our energy in doing invisible work online and that’s why scheduled unavailability is important. All of us, including me, are guilty of sometimes answering mails and messages late into the night, forgetting that this doesn’t allow us to really take a pause. It further heightens our sense of being wired because as soon as we write an email or message, we may get a reply which leads to further communication which you may not want to engage in.

		Having fixed hours where you respond and communicate is crucial to dealing with anxiety that’s triggered by every notification.

		Set timings after which you don’t access data or respond to mails. That’s the only way we can spend time with our loved ones, attentively.

		

		Customize your timeline

		Sometimes, muting people is good for your mental health. Technology allows you to choose whom you can follow or unfollow. If you find yourself triggered by a person or post, make choices that allow you to interact with them in a limited way.

		At the same time, if it’s a family member who you cannot avoid, make a choice to minimally engage with them. Not making a choice is a choice too. Some choices need to be far more about internal boundaries and less about external boundaries like blocking and unfollowing.

		

		Buy an alarm clock

		Sometimes the answers to the most difficult questions are the simplest. Aren’t we all guilty of reaching for our phones, the first and last thing we do daily? I know buying an alarm clock sounds like a silly solution, but trust me, it can be a good place to start.

		A writer friend who got an alarm clock said it broke her habit of looking at the phone first thing in the morning. Her writing has improved ever since she began keeping her phone in a different room, on airplane mode.

		

		Build morning rituals

		Last year, when I started writing this book, I began waking up and doing my morning pages, a process I’ve discussed in detail later in the book. (see p. 204). Afterwards, I spent fifteen minutes meditating.

		The success of this ritual was dependent on not using the phone to check WhatsApp notifications, Instagram messages or even work emails until I had completed my routine.

		Many of us bombard our brain with work/ excessive information from the time we wake up.

		I know people who even take their phones to the washroom, checking notifications as they brush their teeth! This cognitive overload is very detrimental to our mental health. Even if we choose not to respond, our minds are already composing a response. If it’s a rude message or snide comment on your social media page, it’s hurtful and negative, and may set the tone for the rest of your day.

		Instead, ask yourself what could be your morning ritual, sans phone?

		Lying in bed, cuddling with your partner and/or child

		Lying in bed and being aware of your own breathing pattern

		Doing your daily prayers

		Exercise or morning walk

		Drinking your morning tea.

		

		Turn off notifications

		If you use Screen Time, you’ll have a fair idea of the applications that you end up spending maximum time on. It’s helpful to switch notifications for your social media applications and even WhatsApp off to lower your distraction levels.

		Constant notification alerts can trigger anxiety trigger for a lot of people even when they don’t realize it.

		

		Take a digital sabbath

		For the longest time, the term digital sabbath has been misunderstood. Derived from the Jewish ritual of Sabbath, the seventh day of the week allocated to rest and worship, it is commonly understood to be a day where one refrains from using any kind of devices.

		However, one of the most important functions of the digital sabbath is also for us to use this time to build deeper connections to restore and rejuvenate our sense of self. As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the fallouts of technology is how it challenges our desire to commit and be attentively present in relationships. The restraint on usage of gadgets is meaningful if we free up the time to connect with ourselves and others.

		Remember, it helps when people understand what your digital boundaries are. Articulate your phone usage limitations to people at work and family. Make it clear that you don’t respond to work emails on Sundays. It allows them to respect your wishes.
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			Social Media Is Fuelling Your Anxiety
		

		

		We don’t have a choice on whether we do social media, the question is how well we do it.’

		– Erik Qualman, author of Socialnomics³⁰

		

		TWENTY-EIGHT-YEAR-OLD Ruchika Mehra, a marketing professional for a media company in Mumbai, called me to book a therapy session. She lives in Bandra, makes enough money to pay her rent and set some aside. She goes on vacations with friends and is experimenting with dating. When I meet her, she is warm, vibrant, very articulate, confident and has a sense of clarity about her reasons for being in therapy.

		In her own words, she is in my office to talk about her ‘social media blues’.

		

		To be honest, it has taken me six months to reach out to you. I feel everybody struggles with similar concerns, so does that make it the norm?

		You may think this is a frivolous problem, but I’ve been barely sleeping, and my mind is just too wired. When I last checked, my phone usage was fifteen hours daily.

		I feel I’m addicted to my phone. There’s an obsessive urge to check it constantly, even when I’m around friends and family. I work for a media company, so I can’t give up on social media apps, but my productivity has dropped and I’m constantly forgetting stuff. I used to be that person who read four books a month; in the last two years, maybe I have read two books? As I go through people’s Instagram stories on loop, I feel inadequate, like a failure. While my career is flourishing, and I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, I have these micro-moments of comparison when my anxiety seems to spiral. I wonder, is this really happening to me? That only reinforces my guilt, anxiety and exhaustion.’

		

		Never have we had so much information about each other’s lifestyles as we seem to have today, making social media the perfect platform for social comparison. Correlations people seek are not just peer career related; lifestyle choices, clothes, holidays taken, friends one makes—we make unreasonable comparisons to others that cause us a great deal of anxiety about our own progress in life. This type of comparison is also a leading cause of productivity guilt, as people spend so much time trying to understand how others watch so many TV shows and still find time to work.

		Rahul, a 31-year-old client, tells me about a college batchmate who has posted a list of ten countries he has visited in 2019, along with pictures of his wife and two children, on Facebook. As Rahul scrolled through the images, he wondered where he had gone wrong in life. He felt sadness, a sense of despair and a need to continue his perusal. Two hours later, he forced himself to log out. ‘When I signed into my account, I was happy with my life. Now, I thought, had I been fooling myself? I couldn’t sleep that night, I kept thinking about how life had been unfair to me. I ended up binge-eating ice-cream, but that didn’t help appease my anxiety,’ he says.

		These snapshots into other people’s lives via a ten second Instagram story or photos shared on Facebook are curated versions of their external existence. Like Ruchika and Rahul, we have all experienced either momentarily or, at times, enduring feelings of being ‘small’ and ‘not enough’ on seeing evidence of other people’s travels or achievements.

		In my personal experience, it’s around Diwali, New Year’s Eve and the holiday season that such social comparisons become more pronounced. What’s changed in recent times is that, along with family, friends and acquaintances, we now compare our lives to strangers who we follow on social media and barely know anything about, as well.

		All of us are guilty of presenting to the world a carefully constructed window into our lives, one that often has no correlation with our emotional well-being. We consider these photos and snapshots as summaries of each other’s lives, but the reality is far from it. These are the best moments in people’s life. Conscious decisions are made about not sharing a fight we had with our partner, the financial crisis many of us are struggling with or even the deep-rooted loneliness that may have inspired the post seeking validation in the first place.

		American author Anne Lamott, who has written several bestselling books, says ‘Don’t compare your insides to other’s outsides.’ I feel that when it comes to social media, we are making assumptions about people’s lives, their achievements and happiness levels based on their social media posts. This is a fallacy we fall prey to daily, comparing another’s outer life to our inner life, which can lead to melancholia and anxiety about one’s lack of progress in life.

		

		

		

		

		THE TRAP OF EXTERNAL VALIDATION

		

		Let me start by asking you:

		What are the most frequently used filters on Instagram that you use?

		Do your social media pictures match up to what you look like in real life?

		How often do you find people commenting on the fact that you don’t ‘like’ their pictures?

		

		In this age of filters, multiple editing apps and constant scrutiny of our own and others’ appearance, body image anxiety is at an all-time high today. Anxiety is triggered by the need to consistently create beautiful, picture-perfect images.

		A 21-year-old client tells me how his feelings of low self-esteem intensify whenever he is expected to meet people in real life. Tearfully, he admits, ‘I’m guilty of almost changing what my jawline looks like and photoshopping all my extra weight out. On some days, I worry if anybody will like me for who I am as I have created this false physical impression of myself online. Everybody on social media seems so gorgeous!’ This process had become such a regular occurrence that when he went out on dates, he felt like an impostor. He had become so comfortable with this cosmetically corrected version of himself; once, he told me he had forgotten what he really looks like.

		People may be anxious about being judged, but the anonymity of the internet also encourages us to share our deepest fears, dreams and aspirations. You may find solidarity, understanding and an immediate response. A 37-year-old client, who is a high achiever, was working on a pitch late at night. Struggling with insomnia, she posted an Instagram story on sleeplessness, binge eating and joked about how adulting sucks. Within five minutes, someone she didn’t know but who followed her on Instagram sent her a direct message. The two bonded over the story and ended up texting one another. Recounting the experience as being almost therapeutic, my client says, ‘Isn’t it magical how, even when you are awake in the wee hours of the morning, you can find a space to be vulnerable with an absolute stranger and your anxiety just seems to gradually slide away.’

		However, showing your vulnerability, oversharing and becoming dependent on complete strangers for approval can be a slippery slope. From choosing her lipstick shade to outfits, Ruchika asks her followers on social media to weigh in. She and her best friend got into a fight as the latter was uncomfortable with this constant need to seek validation for questions that she ought to answer herself.

		Also, remember that we have limited energy. If all our time is spent online, it leaves very little for real life interactions and that’s where our sense of disconnection starts. If all the comfort we seek comes from virtual interactions, there is going to be very little desire left in us to seek human interaction, face to face.

		

		

		

		

		BLUE TICK ANXIETY

		

		Can you think of a time when an argument got out of hand over text or a WhatsApp conversation?

		Do you think the conversation would have gone differently if you had discussed it in person or over a call?

		How do you feel when you can see the recipient of a text you sent online, but they haven’t still responded to your text?

		When someone deletes a message that they sent to you, what does it trigger in you?

		

		A 29-year-old client tells me ‘I feel absolutely stupid talking about this, but I sent a WhatsApp message to this close friend of mine. I immediately saw the blue tick mark, which meant that she had seen the message, but she didn’t end up replying for a few hours. I panicked; I couldn’t concentrate at work and wondered if my behaviour had put her off. I thought she was going to end our friendship and never speak to me again.’ She and her close friend had not been able to co-ordinate plans to meet and this delay made her feel anxious and restless. However, as soon as her friend responded, she realized how irrational her anxiety was. Her friend had simply been busy at work and ended up replying late.

		On a lighter note, I’ve begun to refer to this as blue tick mark anxiety. Several clients of mine talk about the anxiety they experience on seeing the blue tick mark followed by no response. It subsides as soon as they receive a response.

		While social media apps were meant to connect us better and quicker, they have also created expectations of immediate responses. This desire for instant gratification, followed by catastrophizing, is what causes many people to feel anxious and not in control.

		

		You’ve been seen zoned

		Like friend-zoned, seen-zoned is a term used in the context of dating and matters of love. Now, its usage extends across relationships to anyone who sees our message and leaves us at read.

		Seen-zoned is an ambiguous state—you don’t know if the person missed the message, whether they are angry or just trying to draw boundaries. The lack of clarity itself is enough to evoke anxiety.

		Today, it’s very common for couples to have an argument over text or WhatsApp messages. Unfortunately, the absence of tonality and non-verbal cues eventually leads to greater miscommunication, anxiety and a host of feelings that may have been resolved if the couple had argued in person or over a phone call.

		If tech-induced anxiety wasn’t already complicated enough, we now have the option of deleting messages that we sent someone.

		The solution lies in:

		

		Learning to work on your need for instant gratification and being patient

		Discerning when to call and when to text

		Separating what’s in your control and what’s not.

		Overall, it’s important to identify factors which are in our control, and I’ve explored this in more detail in the techniques chapter (see p. 214). However, knowing when to call or text is a big advantage. As I mentioned earlier, text messages come with a risk of being misinterpreted and lost in translation. Particularly when you are caught in a fight with your parent or siblings, an improperly worded text can escalate the matter at hand. It’s also important to remember that people have their own way of responding to messages. Figure out a person’s texting style or response time to messages before you jump to conclusions. For e.g., I generally make it quite clear to people that, on most days, I respond to a message within three to four hours and reply to emails within twenty-four hours.

		Switching off the ‘Read’ option on your phone, which basically neutralises the blue ticks, is another effective way to deal with this problem.

		

		WHEN AN ITCH GROWS INTO AN ADDICTION

		

		It was 8 p.m. and I was trying to post an Instagram story. I tried five or six times within a span of ten minutes, but the story wasn’t loading. In frustration, I googled to check whether the Instagram server was down. I then went to Twitter and checked the hashtag #Instagramdown. For the next two hours, I remained in a state of panic. I kept refreshing my Instagram page, and posted incessantly on my other social media sites. I also called my girlfriend, repeatedly, although she was at work. When she finally called me back, she was frantic because I had given her so many missed calls.

		On hearing my reasons for calling, she got mad. She couldn’t understand how obsessed I had become over a social media app not working. Truth be told, neither could I.’

		– Aamir, 37-year-old writer

		

		The Itch—that sense of restlessness that people experience when they are without their gadgets, discussed in the previous chapter—is often just a starting point that can end in a full-blown social media addiction. Aamir’s anxiety and restlessness, brought on by a technical problem with an app, reflects how social media can wind up controlling our lives.

		Addiction can simply be understood as our compulsive need to engage in certain behaviours and our inability to control our impulses when it comes to showing restraint. In this context, it is the intensity of the Itch, followed by the frequency and time spent on devices or gadgets, that defines what ‘social media addiction’ looks like.

		These are the signs:

		Checking phone first thing in the morning.

		Waking up at midnight to use the washroom, but also taking a quick look at your notifications.

		Battling nomophobia, a fear or anxiety linked to being in an area where there is no or difficulty accessing the internet. This also extends to times when you don’t have your phone with you, even if it’s for a few minutes.

		Scrolling down your social media pages or phone messages any time you are bored.

		Experiencing ‘phantom’ vibrations when the phone is not ringing.

		Taking your phone with you to the washroom.

		Normalization of phubbing and social media loafing (see

		p. 101).

		

		We are constantly working with the assumption that we will see a tweet or story that will make us feel better. We keep forgetting that all social media applications give us constant little dopamine hits and therefore can become addictive. The messages and notifications are designed to further lure us in.

		Modern technology is changing the way our brains work and these two phenomena are driving up social media addiction:

		

		Novelty bias

		Ask yourself when are you most likely to check your phone—in the car, on your way to work? Waiting for a meeting? Moments where boredom, sleeplessness or struggling with a difficult emotion overcomes us is when we end up checking our phones the most. That’s because the brain is constantly seeking novelty—new information—and social media fulfils this need. No matter what time of day or night it is, there will always be new information that has the potential to excite or hook you.

		In an article posted on Huffington Post³¹, Russell Poldrack, neuroscientist and researcher at the University of Texas, Austin, explains how the brain is built to ignore the old and focus on the new.

		Novelty, he says, activates the dopamine system which he refers to as a ‘gimme more’ (as opposed to ‘feel good’) neurotransmitter. Every time your phone buzzes to signal a new email or text message, the brain’s wiring urges you to pick up the device and look for that new information. ‘I am confident that we will soon see that our bond to these devices works through the same mechanisms in the brain that govern addiction to drugs, food, and many other things,’ he writes.

		Most people are unaware that our need for novelty activates our dopamine system and continue a downward social media spiral. However, once you become aware of how the brain works, you are less likely to seek these dopamine loops.

		

		Unpredictable rewards

		Whether it’s slot machines, gambling or even door-to-door sales, they are all examples of variable ratio reinforcement.

		In this learning schedule, we are never sure when we may end up getting a reward. We can’t anticipate which post may incite interest, or who will share. As a client says, ‘I have been on Twitter for the last eight years. A Tweet that seemed simple enough to me was liked and retweeted by a movie star. My followers increased, and I got a lot of attention too. After that day, I feel like I’m posting far more, hoping I’d get lucky again. I feel like I’m stuck in a loop that is addictive.’

		The human mind associates unpredictability with a certain excitement. The possible expectation of a reward keeps us hooked and encourages us to keep trying, thus driving addictive behaviour. Imagine you shared a post on Instagram at night, by the time it’s morning you are wondering how many likes and comments the post would have received. It is the very process of anticipation that activates our dopamine system. All our web series binges work on a similar concept. Every episode ends with a cliff-hanger ending and the anticipation of what would happen next drives us to watch the next episode.

		We constantly are working under the assumption that we will see a tweet or story that will make us feel better. We keep forgetting that social media—which gives us quick dopamine hits—can cause addictive behaviours. Messages and notifications lure you in and constant rewards are awaited. We are all constantly addicted to this dopamine drip which is social media.

		

		RESET TO DEAL WITH SOCIAL MEDIA-INDUCED ANXIETY

		

		The only way to work through most of these problems is to reset your relationship with how you use technology.

		I’ve come up with an acronym—RESET—that can help us develop a healthy relationship with social media.

		Recognize

		Examine

		Self-sabotaging beliefs

		Engagement

		Time-out.

		

		Recognize

		Learning to identify when this social comparison process starts is the first step. Ask yourself—when do you wind up in a zone where you are sourcing information about other people’s lives? Recognize the beginnings of the downward spiral that ends with you, hating your own life. Rahul, for instance, realized he would slip into this pattern on weekends, at the end of the work day when he was travelling in a cab and just before he went off to sleep.

		

		Examine

		Take a moment to examine what drove you to social media at that time. Is it an existing belief that others lead a better life than you? Examine if you have any unmet needs that are compelling your behaviour. For Rahul, it was boredom and loneliness that triggered comparisons. At times, if he was feeling anxious, he considered social media a welcome distraction. Unfortunately, it only heightened his anxiety levels.

		

		Self-sabotaging Beliefs

		We’ve all had thoughts such as, ‘Things are going well for everyone other than me; there is nothing happening to me.’ These are very powerful self-sabotaging beliefs and often people find themselves stuck in a pattern of looking for information that allows these beliefs to grow.

		Ask yourself if you are engaging in behaviours that cater to self-fulfilling prophecies and self-inflicted pain.

		

		Engagement

		Some research shows that our emotional well-being is linked to the degree we use social media to engage with others. People who post information and engage in dialogues with others have better mental health than those who just passively consume information.

		In a study titled ‘Envy on Facebook: A Hidden Threat to Users’ Life Satisfaction?’,³² published in 2013, found that people most susceptible to social media envy are those who didn’t actively engage with the platform.

		Engagement isn’t just sharing; it is a deeper narrative of what you are using social media for. Is it to connect with friends, the causes you like or just consume information without participating? In my experience people who contribute, and offer resources, end up being more mindful and less dissatisfied.

		

		Time out

		Engage in a process of time out and set boundaries and guidelines for what to do when social media heightens your own anxiety. Choosing to have an upper limit when it comes to how much time you spend online on weekdays as well as weekends goes a long way towards ensuring that digital boundaries are in place.

		It’s hard to pinpoint a fixed number of hours, given many people’s careers depend on the information they post online. What helps is having slots of time allocated in the day when you don’t look at your phone. Start with no phone at the table, don’t respond to emails or WhatsApp messages after 8 p.m. and keep the phone away when interacting with family.

		What has helped me is checking my email only twice or thrice a day, checking social media once in the morning, afternoon and evening, and fixing a time limit to spend on it. Having done this, I really have discovered the Joy of Missing Out.
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			The Anxious Generation
		

		

		EVERY generation has heard their parents tell them how lucky and privileged they are, isn’t it? My mother, who is in her mid-sixties, had parents who said that she was lucky to have a bicycle, so she didn’t have to walk to school. My grandmother was told to be grateful that she didn’t have in-laws who asked her to wear a veil.

		In the context of advantages and privileges, every generation has its share liberties, but it also faces unique challenges. To view an entire age group as pampered isn’t new, and it isn’t fair, to my mind.

		Like every generation, millennials are a mixed bag of people—some are hard-working, others are not. The popular narrative of shaming millennials—calling them narcissists, entitled, snowflakes—is problematic and contributes to the overwhelming sense of anxiety that they struggle with. Which is why in this chapter, I want to address the unique concerns millennials face that leads to anxiety, coping strategies and the manifestation of Millennial Burnout.

		In an article³³ published in Forbes magazine, historian and economist Neil Howe said, ‘There is no such thing as a good or bad generation. Every generation has its strengths and weaknesses.’

		Howe, who along with colleague William Strauss coined the term millennials, believes they are a generation that has been unfairly labelled. I tend to agree. There’s also a marked difference between millennials being raised across different cultures, therefore viewing Indian millennials through an American lens can be problematic. Instead, I’ve based this chapter on my own experience of working with Generation Y Indians³⁴.

		It’s important to keep in mind:

		Changes in parental attitudes came to India much later, so narratives around specialness and overinvolvement don’t really apply to Indian millennials.

		You can’t use the same yardstick and labels for children raised in urban metro cities, smaller towns and rural areas.

		Demographic profiles also should be kept in mind while making comparisons with American millennials.

		Within the broad category that exists for millennials, there is a huge difference between those between 24 and 29 years of age and those between 30 and 39 years.

		

		In India, the landscape of relationships and work has massively changed with the presence of technology, social media and a sinking economy. All of this contributes towards making millennials here more prone to anxiety. There is also a massive shift in values. People’s ideas are evolving in the context of love, marriage, the decision to have kids or not, buying a home or car. Add to this the conflict between having a full-time, secure stable job versus surviving in the gig economy.

		Most millennials—and their parents—have no template to live by and that makes the entire ecosystem within which millennials exist today anxiety-provoking.

		

		Why so anxious?

		Rohan, a 29-year-old designer who works from home, says his fellow artists are envious of his talent and lifestyle. Nobody really understands that he is constantly on the job, starting work by 8 a.m. and continuing till 11 p.m. on most days. ‘While I have the liberty to work remotely, my work never really ends, I have no weekends,’ he says.

		The reality, according to Rohan, is that most millennials with unconventional careers try hard every day to find sustainable work. ‘I’m constantly in this state of anxiety where I’m drinking too much coffee, trying to post my work on Instagram, actually work and then find time to sleep,’ he says. Labelled a generation filled with narcissists and snowflakes³⁵, Rohan feels a constant pressure to prove people wrong. ‘The other day, my parents said, “You have time to post on Instagram, but not to call us.” I felt deeply guilty but couldn’t tell them that I’m so much in my head all the time that I can post online, since it requires 10 seconds, but talking is work and I’m just drained out,’ he explains. Though he loves his work, Rohan has begun to detest his life.

		He’s not alone. Rohan just exemplifies the kind of anxiety so many young millennials struggle with daily.

		

		DO YOU SUFFER FROM PRODUCTIVITY GUILT?

		

		In therapy, both male and female clients tell me how they feel what they are doing is ‘not enough’. As a 31-year-old client once said to me, ‘Even though it looks like I’m slaying it, I constantly feel that others are doing so much more all the time and there is so much to catch up on.’ Or, as in Rohan’s case, there is pressure to be constantly updated.

		Productivity today is no longer about being efficient and competent at work but making the most of our work day. It manifests in our constant need to multitask and make long list of things that need to be read and watch. Constant access to technology and an awareness of how other people hustle for work only adds to this pressure.

		

		

		

		

		Millennials exist in what I call ‘doing mode’ where we are either busy working or consuming large forms of media. The pressure to ‘do’ comes from irrational beliefs or your peers, largely via social media and the Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) feeds the guilt.

		Here is an example:

		

		Friend: Have you watched the latest episode of Fleabag?

		You: Oh, I haven’t.

		Friend: Damn, I can’t explain what I’m feeling, the episode had the best analogy.

		You: (Thinking) I don’t even know enough now to even be part of conversations.

		Result: Anxiety!

		

		Productivity Guilt is deeply anxiety-provoking because it works against the myth of a balancing act where our work life + social life + reading/watching lists all are supposed to be manged and juggled. The pressure is to do it all. Having said that, the number of hours in a day are still the same and the number of articles/shows that are available on the internet are constantly increasing. As a result, most people end up sacrificing their sleep to catch up on their social life or even their reading and watch lists.

		This anxiety is also experienced in the context of weekend blues, a self-induced pressure to make the most of our time over the weekend. As we juggle with trying to exercise, finish chores, watch enough shows and spend time with family, something or the other gets left behind and this in turn leads to an overwhelming sense of anxiety. There’s also the additional pressure to make weekends more fun-filled and productive.

		

		Our Productivity Guilt has two deeply irrational beliefs attached to them:

		I need to know everything

		I must be updated with everything.

		

		Both are impossible goals. I remember as a teenager sitting in the British Council library and feeling absolutely overwhelmed. It was linked to this irrational goal of wanting to consume and devour every possible book. As I became more aware, I substituted my belief with this statement: ‘While I would like to read every book, every word, it’s not physically possible and that’s fine too. I can prioritize what I want to read and not being able to do it all doesn’t reflect badly on me. It’s not my failure in any way.’

		Figuring out ways to substitute our irrational beliefs with more manageable ones is where the solution lies.

		FOMO needs to be exchanged with JOMO (Joy of Missing Out), which allows you to savour experiences. That’s what we need to consistently tell ourselves.

		

		Meet the Mahales—Raj, Smita and their daughter Malini

		

		‘I grew up believing that my parents knew what was best for me and felt lucky to have their support.

		From age seven, I had loved drawing and was happiest when I had my colours in front of me. My parents encouraged my hobby but were quick to remind me that it wasn’t a career. They steered me towards becoming an engineer and since I didn’t know better, I went ahead with it. My parents took a loan to fund my education as Dad ran a small grocery store and money was always an issue.

		I worked as an engineer for about 40 years and while I did well professionally, emotionally, I remained unhappy. Today, my one regret is not pursuing my heart—I would have liked to have been an artist.

		With my daughter, we really paid attention to her likes, dislikes; we listened to her and never told her what to do. I kept encouraging her to recognize where her passion lies. I didn’t want to make the same mistakes that my parents did.’

		– Raj, 65-year-old retired engineer

		

		‘My husband and I chose to only have one child. When our daughter was born, I often talked to her about the importance of work and being financially independent. I had given up my teaching job as my in-laws were uncomfortable with me working.

		My husband has huge regrets over his career choice, and I felt that my marriage suffered because of it. I didn’t want our daughter to go down the same road. We were careful with our savings, so that we could encourage her to pursue a career that keeps her happy.’

		– Smita, 62-year-old homemaker

		

		‘I have been lucky to have parents who have never forced me to do anything. They always encouraged me to achieve my dreams.

		I knew human resources, working with people, was where my heart is. I did my graduation in Arts, followed by an MBA from a top school. I didn’t have to take any loans. I scored a campus placement at the company I wanted to work for. While I have found my passion, to be honest, I’m not sure if I’m close to being happy. Is there something wrong with me?

		I constantly feel a guilt for “not doing enough” and not being happy enough. I don’t hate my job, but I’m not sure if finding one’s passion is what makes you happy. I barely have a life and I don’t know who I am as a person.’

		– Malini, 28-year-old

		

		Like Malini, many Indian millennials grew up with parents who encouraged them to follow their hearts and dreams while they took care of everything else. The shift in parental perspective emphasized the importance of positive reinforcement and children were praised for being ‘intelligent, naturally gifted’.

		This rearing style has influenced the millennials mindset and their relationship with failure.

		

		ARE YOU SETTING YOURSELF UP TO FAIL?

		

		Contrary to popular opinion that millennials are flaky, I believe most of them are scared they may not live up to the standards that they have set for themselves, often because their benchmarks are unrealistic. It is fear of failure which has them overworking and leaves them susceptible to burnout (see p. 152).

		Psychological research around fear of failure has existed much before even the millennials were born. All of us have experienced it and continue to do so. In the case of millennials, it shows up in an inability to make decisions, take initiative and self-trust. Much of this insecurity comes from the fact that many of these adults, as children, were not raised to develop a growth mindset.

		Mindset is a narrative explored by American psychologist Carol Dweck in her book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. She postulates that mindset can be either a fixed mindset (where we believe our talents and abilities and intelligence are fixed) or a growth mindset (through effort we can work upon on our intelligence and capacities).

		Parents of millennials who praise their children for their intelligence and natural giftedness may have—unconsciously—caused them to develop a fixed mindset. As adults, when these children have to put in time and effort, they often question why things don’t just happen for them. As a result, many of these young adults struggle with a fear of failure.

		Dweck believes that praise needs to be in the context of hard work and the effort people put in to encourage a growth mindset. ‘If parents want to give their children a gift, the best thing they can do is to teach their children to love challenges, be intrigued by mistakes, enjoy effort, and keep on learning. That way, their children don’t have to be slaves of praise. They will have a lifelong way to build and repair their own confidence,’ she writes³⁶.

		

		As adults, we are all capable of adapting a growth mindset, where we learn to focus on the process of achieving the goal and acknowledge that effort and hard work is what leads to success.

		

		

		

		

		PERFECTIONISM, PROCRASTINATION AND ANXIETY

		

		I worked in long-term therapy with a 23-year-old male client who was in the first year of a master’s degree when he reached out to me. His chief complaint was the guilt he felt for procrastinating while on study leave. He was contemplating skipping his year-end exams.

		In our second session, he told me that he was anxious because he didn’t think he would ace the exams; he preferred repeating the term if he couldn’t give the test his best. He wanted nothing but a perfect score, and his parents, friends and teachers failed to convince him to give it a try.

		He also shared that he dropped his Class 12 exam for the same reason—to meet his perfectionistic standards. Ironically, he was aware that his perfectionistic standards were anxiety-inducing, yet he could do little about it.

		Is perfectionism good or bad for personal growth? There seems to be a massive divide within the psychology community over this. I choose to think of perfectionism as a personality trait, where people set very high standards of performance for themselves which is accompanied by their sharp inner critic.

		People who struggle with perfectionism often feel a deep sense of disgust and shame about their own self. They think that they are ‘not good enough’ and every time they feel they have made a mistake, they go on a downward spiral of self-loathing. Perfectionism is also a reflection of the cognitive belief or bias which is All-or-Nothing Thinking (see p. 52). Here people believe that either their product, work or writing needs to be the best otherwise it’s a failure. There is no middle ground.

		It is not same as our desire to excel, continually learn and perform better than what we did the last time. Perfectionism becomes almost like an obsession which begins to control every aspect of our physical and emotional behaviour. Do you remember Natalie Portman’s brilliant portrayal of a perfectionistic ballerina in the movie Black Swan? As much as I loved the movie, it was gut-wrenching and deeply painful to watch a talented ballerina struggle with her own inner critic. Also known as the Overachieving Generation, millennials exhibit higher levels of perfectionism than earlier generations. With parents around to offer quick praise, there’s an absence of messaging that trying your best and putting in effort is still okay. An irrational desire to achieve, coupled with an overly critical perspective of one’s self, create more anxiety as people fall behind.

		

		‘You know, the whole thing about perfectionism. The perfectionism is very dangerous, because of course if your fidelity to perfectionism is too high, you never do anything. Because doing anything results in—It’s actually kind of tragic because it means you sacrifice how gorgeous and perfect it is in your head for what it really is. If your fidelity to perfectionism is too high, you never do anything.’

		– David Foster Wallace

		

		Chronic procrastination can be a sign of perfectionism. As late American author David Foster Wallace said, unable to complete a task perfectly, perfectionists put it off as long as possible.

		At the basis of perfectionism lies a deep fear of failure and procrastination comes from wanting to escape that feeling. This can be such a vicious cycle.

		

		
			[image: images]
		

		

		There is a strong link between perfectionism, procrastination and anxiety (see image above). I have worked with students who have delayed starting their essays, worrying that it won’t be good enough. This anxiety about producing a near-perfect piece leads them to procrastinate. At times, this anxiety can be debilitating, where the person—fearful of making a mistake—procrastinates till the nth hour or just gives up.

		

		

		

		

		* Thomas Curran and Andrew P Hill, ‘Perfectionism is increasing over time’, APA, 2017 (Source: https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/bul-bul0000138.pdf).

		

		IMPOSTOR SYNDROME

		

		Closely linked to the idea of perfectionism is a concept called Impostor Syndrome.

		Rohan, whose situation I’ve talked about earlier in this section, tells me, ‘No one really knows how messy my life is. I feel like an impostor all the time and wonder when I will be exposed.’

		Impostor Syndrome—the fear of being unmasked as a fraud—isn’t exclusive to millennials but they are more likely to experience it. Peer pressure, social media comparisons and parents who can be both critical and celebratory are factors that make this generation more vulnerable than others.

		As Rohan says, ‘I have achieved so many honours for my work, yet I’m flooded by this feeling of being an impostor. Particularly on days when people like a piece of my work which isn’t perfect. Then, I wonder if I’m just winging it. I fear the rug will soon be pulled from beneath my feet and everyone will see how empty I am, with no real talent.’

		

		Who struggles with Impostor Syndrome?

		I think the term has been misinterpreted to some extent; a person doesn’t need to achieve a degree of success or achievement to feel like an impostor. I have seen college students, people on their first jobs and company CEOs all experience this feeling. In my view, when an adult doubts his own capabilities and hard work—calling it a fluke even when there is evidence in favour of hard work and talent—it is a sign of Impostor Syndrome. There is also a fear that everyone will discover how ‘empty and fake’ they are.

		Signs of Imposter Syndrome:

		

		Nagging feeling that you are not good enough

		Difficulty accepting compliments/praise

		Avoid taking credit for your own success/achievements

		Perceive achievements are a result of luck, fluke or even good timing

		Often considered perfectionists

		Constant fear of being exposed and the world will know that you are an ‘empty shell’

		Struggle with fear of failure

		Hard-working.

		

		Impostor Syndrome often leads us to the slippery slope of high functioning anxiety (see p. 29), where we engage in self-sabotaging behaviours such as working extra-long hours and setting poor boundaries because we are worried that we will be exposed. This tendency to overcompensate comes from a constant feeling of self-doubt coupled with the desire for perfectionism.

		Out of fear of failure, some imposters end up procrastinating. We do not allow ourselves the space for mistakes and when we do make them, we feel helpless and disappointed in ourselves.

		Social media plays an important role in reinforcing Imposter Syndrome. A client of mine, who is professionally well-established, says, ‘Whenever I open Instagram, I get the feeling that I haven’t achieved much. Everybody seems to be doing so much more.’

		

		

		

		

		* Neureiter Mirjam, Traut-Mattausch Eva, ‘Inspecting the Dangers of Feeling like a Fake: An Empirical Investigation of the Impostor Phenomenon in the World of Work’, 27 September 2016, Frontiers in Psychology (Source: https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01445).

		

		STUCK IN ERRAND PARALYSIS

		

		How many activities have you postponed or delayed over the last year? Take this quiz and find out

		

		Organizing clothes in the wardrobe is a task that I can’t begin to start.

		I keep postponing or delaying my bank work.

		My bed/couch is filled with clothes that I haven’t managed to keep in the cupboard. (I have even slept with them!)

		I have not managed to buy fruit from a vendor.

		I have shoes which need repair, but I haven’t gone to the cobbler for days/months.

		I find filling invoices very anxiety-provoking and have often missed deadlines.

		I have delayed submitting an invoice even after I have filled it

		Have missed claiming some reimbursements as I didn’t follow up.

		I have a long list of emails that remain unanswered.

		I have delayed paying bills, including essential services like phone and electricity, as well as tax returns.

		When it comes to replying to texts, messages—I have delayed or postponed and as a result forgotten it.

		

		If you answered yes to five or more, you’re probably struggling with Errand Paralysis!

		The term, coined by Anne Helen Petersen for her Buzzfeed article titled ‘How the Millennials became the Burnout Generation’³⁷, went viral soon after it was published in January 2019. Clearly, it struck a chord with so many millennials.

		I absolutely love this term and before you read further, I can tell you—I’m guilty of postponing my bank work and removing chipped nail paint (although it takes only a few minutes.) Sometimes, it’s a full week before I end up doing it. No matter how embarrassing it sounds, it’s the truth.

		Errand Paralysis is basically our inability to finish or complete tasks which seem very simple and mundane, but necessary.

		These tasks are often delayed for days, months and sometimes even years.

		While I was researching and working on this book, I asked my Instagram followers and a few clients to share the tasks that they consistently postpone. Here is the list:

		

		Filing taxes

		Sending passbook or online bank records

		Newspaper bill

		Scheduling an appointment with a psychiatrist, dentist or even a therapist

		Scheduling visa interview or passport renewal

		Visiting the salon to get your eyebrows done

		Altering clothes that need a repair

		Filling invoices on time

		Claiming reimbursements because invoices were not filled

		Claiming medical or health insurance.

		

		A 30-year-old female client who lives alone in Mumbai, has made steady progress at her corporate job, is super-efficient at work and also someone who comes across as very reliable, tells me: ‘Over the last six months, I have not purchased any fruits for my house and what’s worse is the lies I tell my mother every time she asks me. I feel super guilty; also, I think what kind of a loser am I? I can’t even take care of my basic needs and instead watch Netflix shows on Sunday.’

		This client buys smoothies online but feels lazy when it comes to stopping at the fruit vendor. Buying fruit is on her Sunday task list but all she ends up doing is washing her clothes and settling online bills.

		Over the last five or six years, I have seen more and more young people struggle with this type of behaviour. It doesn’t just extend to millennials but people of all age groups.

		My practice tells me that both men and women, across age groups, are equally vulnerable when it comes to postponing small tasks for long periods of times. Generally, clients between ages twenty and forty clearly articulate it during their sessions. Usually, they admit it is just avoidance and lethargy—and not lack of time—which is responsible for this Errand Paralysis.
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		What contributes to our sense of Errand Paralysis?

		

		Our tolerance for boredom and understimulation

		The tasks we avoid are mundane, understimulating and usually administrative or logistical in nature. All they involve is taking time out and doing them—they don’t give us a creative high or any adrenalin rush. Honestly, these tasks are not inspiring.

		Technology and a digitized world have given us an opportunity to access new information every other minute, which is exciting, stimulating and gives us a dopamine rush³⁸. Easy access to this dopamine drip, thanks to social media, creates an addictive pleasure loop. That’s why mundane tasks like getting clothes ironed or altered can feel so hard as they have long-term returns/consequences and they clearly don’t give us our dopamine high.

		Toxic work culture and the hustle economy

		Over the last five years, what has significantly changed is the expectations (implicit or explicit) from employees. The nine to five day no longer exists. Most clients I work with tell me how they return from work by 8 p.m., at times 9 p.m. and later. Often, their schedules are erratic. Our Errand Paralysis on some days is almost a rebellious reaction to our long workdays and ‘being constantly on’. It is linked to the larger problem of millennial burnout (see p. 152).

		No time for monotasking

		Tasks such as filing your taxes, paying bills, renewing your passport and submitting invoices require complete attention. They often don’t allow for multitasking and hence our beliefs about leading an optimized life are challenged by their existence. Sadly, we have all become masters at multitasking, so any pursuit which requires singular focus can be irritating and anxiety provoking.

		Optimization

		Jocelyn Glei, author and host of the podcast ‘Hurry Slowly’ had journalist Anne Petersen on her show to discuss Errand Paralysis and its connection to our deep need for optimization³⁹.

		In a hyperconnected, fast-moving world, technology has made it possible for us to optimize our time and resources like never before. Mundane tasks might feel like a waste of time and hence we resist, rebel and refrain from participating in the so-called tasks that don’t live up to our expectation of what Glei calls ‘seamless efficiency’.

		The option of outsourcing tasks

		In India, parents take on our chores without us even asking. A glaring example of this is the number of young Indians who don’t know how to open a bank account or apply for a gas connection. Think of the number of adults you know whose taxes are still paid by their parents?

		

		If you’re in the grip of Errand Paralysis, these simple solutions can help change your behaviour.

		

		Plan a day on the calendar to do one or two of these errands

		Iliza Shlesinger, American stand-up comedian, did a comedy special called Elder Millennial and ever since then I associate myself with the label. As an elder millennial who has also struggled with Errand Paralysis, the only solution which has worked beautifully for me is to plan and take a day off from work to finish all those tiny tasks. This has helped stave off the resentment I’d otherwise feel at having to complete these tasks on a busy day. Now I view them as essential tasks, that require time and headspace. Since I work independently, this choice come easy to me—I’m very aware that not everyone has the liberty to take a day off.

		Unlearning the optimization belief

		I have broken my relationship with the irrational belief that each day can be optimized, and my effectiveness depends on it. I have substituted it with the belief that my client appointments and mundane tasks—when done with a singular focus—give me less anxiety and more efficiency. Acknowledging that while some people can squeeze both professional and personal commitments in one day, but it doesn’t work for me, has been rewarding.

		Stop the guilt-tripping

		Acknowledge the universality of Errand Paralysis and don’t beat yourself up over it to the point where you feel guilty. A client says his parents told him they hate doing small errands but have just learnt to accept they need to get done.

		Nothing impacts our self-esteem and willpower as much as guilt. It makes it harder for us to find the initiative to begin these tasks.

		Do the tasks when you think of them

		In an article written by Rosie Spinks for Quartz⁴⁰, she talks about how a majority of tasks which often fall under the heading of Errand Paralysis only require few minutes. Spinks suggests the minute you think about tasks that require under four minutes to complete, do them right away. She cites the example of cancelling your subscriptions.

		I have observed that for many of my clients, the list of these so-called little tasks that keep piling up are most anxiety provoking. Imagine ten pending tasks each requiring two to four minutes. You’ll need to set aside almost half-an-hour, which seems like a huge chunk of time when compared to doing them one at a time.

		Setting micro goals

		Often with clients who struggle with Errand Paralysis, I ask them to set a micro goal of finishing one or two tasks weekly. When the tasks pile up, it can be exhausting to think about them. What works best is to prioritize one goal and do it.

		While this sounds like common sense, at times we need someone to give us permission to do one small task at a time. This is a technique David D. Burns, psychiatrist and author of Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy⁴¹ refers to as ‘little steps for big feats’.

		

		MICRO INFLUENCING CAN CAUSE MENTAL FATIGUE

		

		Let me begin by asking: How often have you made a Google search of your name?

		If you answer this with a number, then this chapter will be helpful.

		Now, tick the boxes that apply to your social media goals:

		

		I want to be popular

		I enjoy the idea of building my own identity

		I spend significant time on various platforms talking about my work and personal life.

		

		If the idea of building your own brand on social media doesn’t excite you, that’s fine. Not everyone who is Generation Y or Z considers it necessary. In fact, there are several people who find it exhausting and intrusive.

		A 31-year-old male lawyer who is a client of mine says, ‘Managing my social media and constantly generating content is like having another job. There is almost this obsessive need to curate and present an idea of a person who has things under control, works hard, parties harder and is also well read. I’m anxious because of the expectations I have set for myself. Then, anyone I meet at a party or on an app ends up checking my social media pages to see how cool or interesting I am. This is super anxiety provoking. It’s as if my social media persona needs to be “cool” enough before people invest in me as a person. While at some level I hate it, I do the same too. This brand building is just draining me out.’

		It’s never been so important to work on one’s personal brand. Earlier, this activity was limited to people with careers in the media. However, with the gig economy⁴², it’s become very common.

		For millennials, career success and earning money are no longer the only adulthood goals. Building a unique identity, a presence on social media, and being popular and funny are additional roles that have emerged as important for a lot of young people.

		One of the key factors that encourages this is that most people/potential employers generally do check your digital imprints before making an important decision, whether it’s personal or professional. Getting freelance work as a writer, designer or an artist in theatre/films can be dependent on what people see of you on social media. There is a high probability that you did a Google search about this book and me before buying it. I would!

		Building a personal brand on social media requires consistent work. A lot of time and energy goes into curating parts of one’s own life while also keeping tabs on what’s trending. This exercise—in addition to your job or college education—can make you anxious as it means creating more time in your already busy schedule.

		Imagine holding down a job that involves ten hours of your day and then the pressure to catch up + build your own brand.

		It can be exhausting and often overwhelming. When you add follower count, number of shares or likes, to the mix it can be crushing. We end up dissecting minute things, from a story we posted to a tweet we wrote, and it becomes an addictive loop. All our irrational thoughts and cognitive distortions come to play!

		The process of brand building is time-consuming and hence it induces a state of panic. Everything from posting a picture to a tweet to a story involves people spending time on filters, colours they want to use for the caption and even editing the backdrop. It can take from a minute to an hour or more on just one picture.

		So, how does one handle the pressure?

		

		Start by determining your objectives and values

		What are your boundaries? Do you have a goal? For e.g., if you are an active participant of the gig economy, you may want to be visible and follow companies you may be interested in working for.

		

		Be realistic

		I’ve addressed this in detail in the chapter on how technology provokes anxiety (see p. 98). Work out what is achievable for you and be practical in your expectations.

		

		Commit to a time limit

		Most of us are guilty of going to a social media platform and spending up to an hour scrolling down our feed when we intended to spend only 10 minutes on it. Begin by consciously setting a time limit—20 minutes or more—and stick to it.

		

		Choose a time of day

		Often if you begin your day on social media, you are at risk of spending the most productive parts of your day there. It helps to understand when your target audience is most active so that you get the most traction. Another way to reduce anxiety is to have a scheduled time to post and plan the number of posts that you do on a weekly or daily basis.

		

		MILLENNIAL BURNOUT

		

		Twenty-seven-year old Marissa is a bubbly, happy-go-lucky girl heading communications and branding in her company. She reached out to me because she feels that she is failing at ‘adulting’.

		Quick to defend herself, she says, ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m one of the most hard-working employees in my organization. My bosses love me, and I have just got a promotion. But when it comes to staying in touch with friends, paying bills, meeting people and taking care of myself, I’m such a failure.’

		Teary-eyed, she adds, ‘I just want to learn how to relax and love myself. I want to be in relationships and enjoy them. I feel sorry for not doing enough for the environment and disappointing my parents. My problems seem so First World, and I feel guilty about that. I’m constantly exhausted and unable to enjoy my success. I don’t like myself but there are days when I wonder, am I making all this up in my head?’

		Just like Malini Mahale—whose family encouraged her to follow her passion, which led her to a prestigious job at a multinational company, six-figure salary and poised on the brink of collapse—Marissa is exhausted by the pressure to do everything she needs to. She’s worked for the past 12 years; at age fifteen, she landed her first job as an intern at a magazine. She’s worked every summer since then until she landed her first full time job, having been raised by working parents who emphasized the importance of giving back to society. Despite her supportive parents, and an understanding boyfriend, Marissa can’t sleep, binge-eats and is totally disillusioned with her life.

		This feeling of loss of control that characterizes what both Marissa and Malini are going through is what Anne Helen Petersen called the ‘Millennial Burnout’ in a BuzzFeed article that went viral⁴³ in 2019. While the phenomenon of burnout has existed for years (I’ve discussed it in the chapter on workplace anxiety) it manifests differently in millennials, which is why it finds a place here.

		Over the last seven to ten years, with the growth of the gig economy, start-ups and technology, several millennials and Gen Zs⁴⁴ are getting an early start at work. I recall a Gen Z client telling me how his first job was at age fourteen; another millennial, who was twenty-eight, said she had ten years of work experience under her belt.

		As a result, young people today are facing their first and, subsequently, second burnout in quick succession. In my experience, that first burnout tends to get overlooked.

		To help you understand this better, here’s an analogy—imagine you’re on the verge of the flu. At times, you may have a slight fever for two days and not even realize it. The fact that everyone around you is tired and feeling disillusioned kind of normalizes this burnout.

		Most millennials who start jobs by age twenty-one reach their first burnout when they are about twenty-six or twenty-seven years old. Their second burnout is generally between age twenty-nine and thirty-years. This is usually the time when most people reach out for help and almost believe in its legitimacy since they now feel that a decade of work has taken a toll on them.

		These are common causes of millennial burnout:

		Cognitive overload, when you feel bombarded and overwhelmed with information whether it’s about work or on social media.

		Death by social comparison.

		Inability to rest.

		Normalizing multitasking, forgetting the brain is not equipped to constant stimulation.

		Struggle with sleep and bed-time procrastination.

		Constant pressure to strike a work-life balance daily. Earlier generations looked forward to two days of relaxation after five-day work week; millennials feel the need to have enough downtime for recreation every day, which is problematic.

		A consistent belief that one is not doing enough, accompanied by the feeling that one is not contributing to larger world problems.

		

		From Errand Paralysis to Impostor Syndrome, several of the mental health conditions that I’ve highlighted in this chapter are examples of how burnout shows up in millennials. It’s also true that these conditions can contribute or lead up to burnout. It’s often hard to decide what led to what.

		However, just because we don’t have a template for millennial burnout does not mean we can dismiss the concerns this generation born into technology struggles with. By trivializing their worries, we are creating a culture of shame and rebellion.

		The only way to deal with or prevent this burnout is to make lifestyle changes and build structural resilience, instead of short-term superficial changes. Limited social connections, loneliness and increasing dependence on technology are evolving issues that need to be addressed and tackled at a collective level to develop greater resilience within society.
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			Anxious in Love
		

		

		LOVE and anxiety go a long way together. The very act of falling for or liking a person is accompanied by feelings of apprehension, uncertainty and doubt about where things are headed. A certain degree of patience, impulse control and a capacity to tolerate ambiguity are required when it comes to matters of the heart.

		This anxiety experienced is quite normal and even adds a degree of excitement to the relationship. It allows us to be mindful as we become vulnerable with, and place our trust in, someone new. Those moments of impatience before date night, a longing to see one’s potential partner and that yearning to spend extended periods of time with them are all indications of anxiety. We’ve all been there, haven’t we?

		

		
			[image: images]
		

		

		In simple terms, relationship anxiety is what people experience while taking those first few steps during the early stages of a romance. It can affect one person or both people who are interested in each other, and are just beginning to date. Everyone you know has experienced this, even if they have not articulated it.

		Anxiety of this nature is nothing you really need to worry about. Examples of normal relationship anxiety are:

		You look forward to a text or a message from your partner with a sense of eagerness and excitement.

		You can’t wait to meet the person you are dating.

		You are anxious about what to wear on those initial lunch or dinner dates (your anxiety is about impressing your partner).

		Late into the night, you find yourself thinking about your partner and all the good, positive things that they said.

		This anxiety keeps you pumped up and leaves you with mushy feelings of being accepted and loved for who you are.

		It’s when this type of anxiety becomes intrusive— and your mind begins to focus on negative thoughts, through most of the day, that interfere with your well-being—that you need to address it.

		

		ANXIETY THAT DERAILS RELATIONSHIPS

		

		‘I met this attractive young man at a concert; we were introduced to each other by common friends. By the end of the evening, we had exchanged numbers and before I even got home, he had sent me a text: “How lovely it was to see you,” it read. I wrote back: “Likewise.”

		He suggested we catch up in the next week, and I was impressed that he took the initiative. I checked his social media pages, and realized we knew at least two people in common. I felt like I already knew him!

		The week before we met again, we shared photos of our pets. I was definitely attracted to him; was I falling for him, I wondered? Was it “love at first sight”? We definitely felt a deep connection.

		When we met the next time, we spent about three hours together over brunch. There was a lot of handholding, kissing. I thought to myself—this is as good as it gets. As we were leaving the restaurant, he said: “Let’s meet again.”

		In the weeks that followed, however, something changed. There were fewer interesting conversations, and he was sharing the same pictures of his pet dog over and over again. I was distraught; I had the sneaky suspicion that this so-called charming boy was meeting multiple women and had lost track of who he was sending photos to.

		I realized that we had never really discussed being exclusive; I had just assumed it. I began to obsessively check my phone to see if he was online, but by now he seemed disinterested. I, on the other hand, was barely sleeping and felt like I was grieving for a relationship I never really had.’

		– Misha, 30-year-old engineer

		

		Just before she started therapy, Misha stopped communicating with her date. She felt her situation was worse than a breakup and her anxiety was at its highest level as she blamed herself. Misha had fallen into the ‘should and must’ trap (see p. 56) and kept telling herself that she ought to have seen this coming. She also ‘labelled and mislabelled’ (see p. 54) herself, which was brought on by her feelings of betrayal and being taken for a fool. The most difficult thing about this entire episode was that Misha felt her anxiety was unfounded; she couldn’t even explain to anyone why she felt so hurt and heartbroken. She felt that she had tricked herself into believing that she was in love. Her first sentence to me was: ‘I’m not going to be dating anyone for the next few months.’

		The complex nature of dating in the age of social media, accelerated intimacy and confusing dating behaviour all contribute to relationship anxiety. Today, many relationships are fluid, so it’s very difficult to pinpoint when a relationship really begins or when it becomes official.

		Misha recalls another time she met a guy at a pub, who later texted her asking to meet for drinks. She says, ‘I had no idea if we are just meeting, hanging out or should I consider it a first date and dress up? Trust me, I have spent money on getting my hair done, dressed up for the occasion and then realized this guy I’m meeting has landed up in trackpants. I can’t tell you how embarrassing it is. I don’t want to come across as being desperate or needy.’

		People experience relationship anxiety at different stages. It could begin as early as when someone flirts with you, to the first date and continue all the way even into a committed relationship. Thoughts that provoke this type of anxiety are primarily negative—there are no happy highs or mushy feelings. Instead, these are worrisome thoughts that border on obsessive when they go unrecognized.

		

		Signs your relationship anxiety may require attention

		You’re constantly having thoughts about your partner and often these thoughts are intrusive. For e.g., you shared stories about an ex on your second date night with your potential partner, and then didn’t sleep the whole night because you were worried that they would be upset at you mentioning your ex.

		Worrying that your partner may leave or abandon you.

		Keeping tabs on their life in the context of checking their social media status or talking to common friends.

		Calling a partner incessantly or sending them a barrage of messages—even when there is no emergency—out of fear that they are avoiding you.

		Being hypersensitive to the smallest of things they say or do.

		Consistently worrying that what you say or do may hurt them and end the relationship.

		Feeling distracted, unable to concentrate at work and other tasks.

		A looming sense of fatigue which comes from being too alert.

		Difficulty controlling one’s impulses.

		Engaging in self-harm behaviour.

		Oscillating between behaviours where you choose to avoid them and a desire to consistently be with them.

		Angry outbursts either at your partner, or anger displaced on others when your partner may not have responded soon enough or said something you are uncomfortable with.

		

		As mentioned earlier, the frequency and intensity of thoughts is what determines whether your anxiety is normal or not. If your relationship anxiety comes in the way of how much you eat or sleep, if it starts interfering with your work, and you find yourself restless and exhausted—you may want to get help.

		

		ACCELERATED INTIMACY

		

		Social Media + Smartphones + Google Search = Accelerated Intimacy

		

		Over the last 10 years, there has been a revolution in the context of how we communicate and interact. The advent of smartphones and multiple social media platforms has allowed for instant conversations and responses, seemingly bringing people closer. It has opened an entirely new world when it comes to the ease with which we can initiate and then work through our relationships.

		Whether you find someone on a dating app, begin interacting with them on a social media platform or meet them in person at a party or concert—within a few minutes you can get access to their personal holiday pictures, close friends, political views and even the interests they have if you scan through their social media. Not only that, social media platforms go a step ahead and inform us if we share common friends. This brings another layer of comfort, an illusion that we know so much about a person. Even before we meet a person in real life, we are armed with their job status, whether they are a dog or cat person, the shows they watch and their politics, based on the social influencers they follow.

		Twenty-three-year-old Piyush tells me how he matched with another man, of the same age, on a dating app. His bio was a quick indicator of his wit, humour and intelligence. Piyush felt two his expectations were already met, and that there was ‘tremendous chemistry’ in their chats. Within minutes, he scanned Twitter, Facebook and Instagram and gathered so much information that he came away exhausted. ‘I was attracted to him, but this process had left me overwhelmed and anxious. He knew two of my exes and one of my bosses; I felt the possibility of a relationship had ended before we could even give it a try,’ he explains.

		One of the biggest contributors to our anxiety in modern times is what I have begun to call accelerated intimacy. There was a time when intimacy—or closeness—was built over a time; today, thanks to all the factors mentioned above, things move along much faster. A friend in a conversation mentioned the phrase and it has stayed with me.

		Accelerated intimacy in relationships can be described as ‘our ability to feel really close to a potential partner/mate who we either met once in real time or virtually. This intimacy is heightened either as a result of rapid, quick conversations over direct messages (DMs), WhatsApp chats, exchanging GIFs and through collecting digital imprints of the person through various social media platforms, all of which allow us to build an image of the person within minutes, even before we have met.’

		This accelerated intimacy makes it easier for people to jump into conversations; information sourced online becomes a conversation starter. In a strange way, the gradual process of knowing the person, and understanding who they are, is substituted by bits that we virtually collate and assume to be their entire self.

		For e.g., Piyush eventually did meet the man he matched with and realized that the man barely knew his exes and was following his boss because he loved the work their organization did. At that point, Piyush realized how he had catastrophized the entire situation in his head and felt terrible about becoming so worked up about it.

		

		Unpacking accelerated intimacy

		The solution to managing our anxiety in the early stages of a relationship lies in understanding the problems that come up with accelerated intimacy. A perspective that incorporates the principles of ‘TLC’ can help us navigate our internal anxieties when it comes to relationships.

		

		T for Trust

		L for Language of Text and Love

		C for Clarity in Communication

		

		Trust. Misha and I discussed how she had begun to trust her dog-loving potential partner’s intentions and level of commitment too early on in their relationship. This trust was basically formed using narratives of friends they had in common, first impressions, his texting language and the mutual attraction they shared.

		Using external algorithms such as Google search + common interests + same social class, people have begun to trust one another too easily and in too short period of time. In a dating relationship, when this trust is not maintained, it makes us feel anxious as we begin to doubt ourselves, our capabilities and feel betrayed which, in turn, leads to avoidance.

		The trouble with quick trust is that people learn to put others on a pedestal without even giving the other person a chance to prove that they can really be trusted.

		Solution: We live in an age where we easily put our trust in people, so we need filters to protect ourselves. Take your time as trust needs to be earned. However, what comes in the way of building trust is our ability to be patient. We also choose to trust people way too soon because the waiting game is anxiety provoking.

		In the pursuit of love, the anxiety you experience is very normal. Its purpose is to protect you from letting yourself become vulnerable too soon and being hurt. While it sounds like a double bind, the more time you take to build trust, the less anxious you will feel.

		Learn to recognize when anxiety is a compass that is gently telling us to take time, be mindful and tread slowly. This, in turn, can help us develop patience.

		

		In her book⁴⁵ Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the Courage to Stand Alone, bestselling author and social scientist Brené Brown introduces ‘BRAVING’, an acronym that acts as a yardstick of trust. I find it very useful to apply to relationships.

		

		

		

		

		Activity break: assess your relationship needs

		

		What are some of the non-negotiables that you have in mind when it comes to a committed relationship?

		For e.g., exclusivity, reliability, a shared meaning system around travel, finance, etc.

		In relationships that didn’t work, what were the parameters or value conflicts about?

		For e.g., ambiguity about commitment, behaviours such as blow hot and cold, conflicts about exes, etc.

		What are key behaviours/traits that you ignore early on in a dating relationship but find hard to continue ignoring as the relationship moves forward?

		For e.g.,a partner who is always ambiguous in communication, unavailable either in person or on text/ phone, etc.

		What are the parameters that you use when it comes to trusting others?

		

		Language of text and love. While there are so many channels to express and communicate love, ironically it has never been more difficult to do so as it is today.

		Text messages can say a lot, but they can also be confusing and misleading when it comes to developing deeper, and more meaningful, relationships. Conversations which take place over WhatsApp or SMS using emoticons or GIFs often come across as being signs of affection, responsiveness and a certain ability to invest in the other person.

		As Misha says, ‘In hindsight, I feel this quick exchange of maybe two hundred messages over three days gave me an adrenalin rush. While none of us explicitly said anything, in my head I mistakenly assumed attention meant commitment. Although, I must say that attention felt so good.’

		Text conversation is problematic because there are no non-verbal cues, the tonality fails to convey important emotions or traits such as softness or attentiveness. It involves lower levels of commitment and doesn’t offer continuity. At the same time, it’s super easy to have conversations via shared articles and GIFs.

		The trouble with text communication is that it often gets diluted and is anxiety-provoking. While a potential partner may be communicating at lightning speed, if they choose not to take any steps towards making plans to meet, it can leave the other person feeling confused.

		Solution: A good way to deal with this situation is to become aware of the internal assumptions that we make based on a text message. The real test of any relationship is how you feel in a person’s presence; are you capable of holding a conversation when you are spending time together? While emoticons and GIFs are good for bantering, they can’t be used to build a deeper, emotional connection.

		I hear a lot of people tell me how they spend a lot of time and energy chatting with someone but when they met them, they find they’re not attracted to the person or are uncomfortable in their presence.

		While an initial dating conversation can begin with a text, it’s very important that once you are sure you want to meet someone, you make the choice to see them in person.

		

		Clarity around communication One of the most common relationship concerns clients have, across gender, is lack of clarity about exclusivity. ‘Are we seeing each or just dating? Are you committed or is this a casual thing?’ are questions that cause anxiety.

		Conversations around exclusivity are often assumed. That is why it’s important to clearly state your personal needs as well as your ability to deal with ambiguity.

		Clients often ask: ‘After two months of dating, do you think I should talk about us being exclusive?’ or other questions like, ‘When should I be introducing my partner to friends, even though we haven’t had a real conversation about us?’

		These are complicated questions. Remember, no two relationships are equal; what matters is the pace at which your relationship has grown, how consistent it has been and, most importantly, gauging where your partner is in the relationship.

		

		To simplify things, I have come up an acronym—CASE—that allows people to build realistic expectations.

		

		

		

		

		Consistency

		The opposite of ambiguous or confusion in relationships is not just clarity but also consistency. By that, we simply mean ‘Do their thoughts + feelings + actions add up?’ While this may seem very simplistic, most people struggle with it.

		

		Ability

		The absence of empathy is often a deal breaker for a lot of couples. An ability to be emotionally responsive by being physically present and attempting to understand one’s partner’s life situations, is critical. This empathy, communicated via emotional soothing, can be a huge comfort to a person struggling.

		

		Shared understanding

		It’s very important to identify if both partners are on the same page when it comes to being part of a relationship. Misha felt like an idiot because, while she was falling for him, she never stopped to check how he felt, and whether he was single or even interested in dating.

		It is okay if you want to casually date; it’s also important that you have that conversation with the other person early on. Also, get clarity about the expectations of the person you are dating. Are they looking at exclusivity or a commitment? Often people assume that a person spending so much time with them must be both interested and committed. This can cause misunderstandings.

		

		Efforts

		This marker says a lot about where the relationship is headed. Effort is measured by acts like how responsive a partner is when it comes to communicating over text or the effort they make in taking out time to spend with you in person as well as their initiative and enthusiasm about the plans. Often clients in sessions talk about situations where they feel that the person might be responsive over text, but they may not make or stick to their plans when it comes to meeting. There may be genuine reasons for people’s inability to meet but be mindful of situations where you see a pattern. We often forget that text-based communication is easy, yet non-committal. Particularly if the enthusiasm over text doesn’t translate to face-to-face interactions.

		

		Some relationship markers are clear and signal a person’s serious intent loud and clear. For e.g., when you choose to move in with a partner or adopt a pet together. A client who is in her mid-thirties, said to me, ‘Over the weekend, we became pet parents and brought a little kitten home.’ This client had started dating her partner two months earlier who she met via dating app. I asked, ‘Is adopting a pet and sharing the responsibility a sign that both of you are officially beginning to date?’ The client smiled and said, ‘Yes, I think so. It’s a huge step, isn’t it?’

		While a lot of this plays against the backdrop of technology, the important thing to remember here is that how people are using technology for communication in relationships is exactly where the problem lies. Just as the absence of technology would not make life easier. We all know that infidelity has existed over years and so have people who ghosted others or engaged in stashing even before technology made its presence felt. The solution, therefore, lies in knowing how to be mindful when your anxieties are heightened.

		

		ARE WE INSTAGRAM-OFFICIAL?

		

		Relationships have never been as complicated as they are in times of technology. Today, many young people are expressing anxiety over how their partners use social media. From people who are dating to those who are married, there are no set or well-defined rules when it comes to the navigating conversations on these virtual platforms.

		Micro-cheating (a lesser version of emotional cheating), your partner following their ex on Facebook, your relationship status not being Instagram-official—this heady cocktail of relationships and technology can lead to heightened anxiety, confusion and conflicts if couples choose not to discuss the elephant in the room.

		A lot of dating lingo finds its way into my therapy sessions these days. Here’s a look at some of the most anxiety provoking behaviours:

		

		Ghosting

		Has it happened that someone you were dating or speaking to regularly suddenly disappeared from your life without a warning or message? If yes, then you’ve been ‘ghosted’.

		People who ghost also choose not to respond to your texts or calls, even as they are active on social media or communicating with your other friends.

		Piyush told me how he bumped into an attractive 26-year-old man at a friend’s wedding. They had this amazing chemistry right from day one. During their five-day stay at the wedding, Piyush and he spoke for hours, and even had ‘the best sex’ of his life. They decided they’d give their relationship a shot even though they lived in different cities.

		For about a month, they spoke and FaceTimed regularly. Two months later, Piyush says his partner just vanished; there had been no fight or argument. What angered Piyush was that while refusing to respond to his message, this man remained active on social media, posting things as if nothing had happened.

		This incident triggered a deep sense of anxiety in Piyush, as he wondered if he had gone wrong. It took him few months to accept that this was not about him.

		

		Orbiting

		‘Orbiting’ is when a former partner/past love interest that stopped communicating with you lingers on in your life via social media. Through your highs and lows, this person will continue to keep tabs on your life but never reach out.

		Six months after Piyush’s partner ghosted him, he unfollowed the guy on social media. Two months later, Piyush realized his former love interest was watching all his Instagram stories. This caused Piyush extreme anxiety—although this man never reached out via a personal message or DM, Piyush kept wondering if this was a sign of hope or an indirect way of getting back in touch. He found himself posting things just to gain his ex’s attention, like a song they loved listening to together. This went on for two months, and Piyush’s anxiety, irritation and anger at feeling trapped, kept increasing.

		In such situations, I generally tell clients that how they deal with orbiting is a choice that they must make. Some are okay with their ex-partner’s lurking, others choose to block them and some even chat with former partners. The best way to decide your course of action is to ask yourself: how does this ‘orbiting’ impact your mental well-being?

		

		Stashing

		Dimple is a 34-year-old lawyer. She’s perky, independent and passionate about her work, has a strong circle of friends and lives a carefree life in the city with her parents.

		She reaches out to me over a weekend. Super anxious and edgy, she tells me about the business consultant she is dating. A charming, witty man she met on a dating app, the two hit it off right away. Now, she thinks her relationship is making her a needy, nervous wreck. She says, ‘We officially started dating six months ago, and have talked about being exclusive. Yet I have never met anyone he is close to. I feel kind of childish saying this aloud, but I often wonder why he is hiding me from his family and friends. It seems weird that he would choose to keep me out of his intimate circle,’ she says.

		What had triggered Dimple’s anxiety on that weekend was he chose to go for a concert with his close friends and didn’t even mention it to her. On the day, he texted her about it, and when she tried to ask him for details, he was vague. She was very angry but chose to let it slide as she didn’t want to spoil his mood. However, her anxiety spiral had begun; that night, when she didn’t get a text or call from him, she couldn’t sleep. The next day, she kept calling but he didn’t answer until 7 p.m. All that time, Dimple imagined the worst—was he dead? She realized she didn’t know who to call or even which floor he lived on.

		While he had met her family and close friends, and often visited her house, in that moment, Dimple realized that no one in his intimate circle knew about her. She felt that she had been patient, but their situation had now become deeply troubling for her. She confronted him, and he admitted that no one knew that he was dating; he said he had concerns about commitment.

		Dimple’s situation, in modern parlance, is referred to as ‘stashing’—when someone you are in a relationship with chooses not to introduce you to their friends and family, and refrains from any mention of the relationship on social media.

		People like Dimple often wonder if they are being needy or clingy when they put forward their concerns. In this case, Dimple felt that her boyfriend was responsive to her messages and attentive to her friends, and so she never really doubted him.

		Stashing triggers anxiety because:

		It makes you question why your partner does not want a digital imprint of your relationship. Is it to make it easier to terminate?

		Women, particularly, become anxious that this is a sign that the person you are dating wants to keep it casual.

		Is your partner being honest? Why are they hiding your relationship from their closest friends for extended periods of time?

		

		Breadcrumbing

		This behaviour is common, but often very difficult to pinpoint. Simply put, ‘breadcrumbing’ can be described as a non-committal way of staying in touch with someone you are interested in romantically. Breadcrumbing causes anxiety because it often ends up leaving a person confused as they wonder if the other person is flirting with them, taking the conversation forward or just keeping them on a backburner.

		Twenty-nine-year-old Rima mentioned how she met this guy at a friend’s party. They flirted; then, when she tried to set up a meeting, first he cancelled, then would leave her messages

		like this:

		

		Him: Hey, how have you been?

		Rima: I’m doing good, what’s up with you?

		Him: I have been good. We should catch up!

		Rima: Yes, it’s been a while. I’m travelling this week, let’s do it after I’m back?

		

		At this point, he would completely disappear. This happened not once, but a few times. He’d get back in touch by sending a link to a song or article that he thought she’d like.

		Initially, Rima gave him the benefit of doubt. She, in turn, felt an emotionally attachment. ‘I didn’t want to reach out to anyone else until I knew for sure where this was headed,’ she explains. After a few months, she accepted that he wanted to keep his options open and decided she would ignore him.

		FOMO is the underlying cause of breadcrumbing and orbiting; people want to leave the door open. Yet for the person on the other side, this can make them with all kinds of mixed feelings, and both anxious and confused.

		

		DATING FATIGUE

		

		My client Misha wants to go on a dating detox. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I want to get back on a dating app and meet new people via friends,’ she says. ‘But for now, I feel almost burnt out. I need to take some time off to recalibrate my needs.’

		Dating fatigue can be understood as moments or phases of time where people begin to feel a sheer sense of exhaustion and disillusionment when it comes to meeting potential partners. Most people who I have worked with go through this stage but use it as an opportunity to understand their dating needs better.

		A very real phenomenon, dating fatigue is more common than you think. Millennials, particularly, struggle with this as people from an older generation often judge them for their dating fatigue. Often, we forget that for people, the very act of going on a date means putting their vulnerability on display. When they find themselves ‘struck’ with fatigue, they end up underplaying it and beating themselves up for feeling the exhaustion. This self-critical inner dialogue can be anxiety-inducing as it makes us feel like we are giving up way too soon.

		Solution: Begin by acknowledging the dating fatigue and the genuine feeling of exhaustion brought on by having the same conversations with multiple partners and dressing for a date. Take this opportunity to assess what are the other factors that may be contributing to your sense of dating fatigue. Could it be accelerated intimacy, an awareness about your own needs and sometimes even blind spots like people’s tendencies to put others on a pedestal right after the first or second date?

		If you find yourself struggling with this, it’s important to begin by developing realistic expectations of partners. This would mean spelling out your needs to your partner, communicating your expectations, and even discussing boundaries. One of the easiest ways to build realistic expectations is to communicate and have conversations with your partner. For e.g., just because a partner spends a lot of time with you doesn’t necessarily mean he or she is committed to the relationship. Build a dialogue and talk about their thoughts on monogamy and exclusivity, if that is your emotional need. Choose not to assume it based on the time, effort and energy they put into the relationship.

		For clients who struggle with accelerated intimacy, I often ask them to consider pacing their relationship.

		In a digitized world, one of the easiest ways to meet people is via dating apps. Many young people struggle to make new friends and connect with like-minded people, and dating apps make it easier for people to begin an interaction. I know of a lot of clients and friends who have met their partners via a dating app; others have cultivated healthy friendships with people they have met.

		Therefore the narrative of attributing our relationship anxiety to them is problematic. What we need to change is our engagement with dating apps. Dr Helen Fisher, author of Why We Love: The Nature and Chemistry of Romantic Love and chief scientific advisor for Match.com, suggests we start using them as introduction, and not dating, sites. Talking about meeting potential partners on dating apps in a video for Big Think⁴⁶, she says, ‘Once you go out with the person and meet them, wherever you’re going to meet them, the ancient human brain clicks into action and you court the way we always have. But they are introducing sites and they’re algorithms are very useful.’

		Just like when it comes to social media, choosing the nature of the relationship we want to develop with dating apps is where our solution lies. What we need to do is take responsibility for how we choose to use a dating app, just as we need to do with technology. Both are here to stay, and in a fast-moving world, where people have varied emotional and sexual needs, apps just become a meeting point.

		

		MARRIAGE ON MY MIND

		

		In December 2019, I wrote an article for the Mumbai Mirror⁴⁷ and shared the story of 26-year-old Komal Gupta. A graduate of the Indian Institute of Management (IIM)-Ahmedabad, Komal is an extremely bright, well-spoken and ambitious young woman. ‘The ideal girl,’ according to her parents. Yet, when she came to see me, she was grappling with feelings of intense rage, anxiety and guilt.

		‘Marriage has become the Aadhar card of my existence,’ she says. ‘While I don’t consider it important, my parents and society consider it necessary. In their eyes, my identity is incomplete without marriage.’

		Komal’s career dreams and dating life had been constrained by pressure to get married before she turned twenty-eight. She had turned down a lucrative job offer in Copenhagen as her parents wanted her to prioritize finding a husband. Afterwards, they said, you are free to pursue a career.

		This was the trigger point for her to seek counselling. On one hand, Komal was frustrated about her career dreams being squashed; on the other, she was consumed with guilt for not being able to make her parents happy by agreeing to marry. As a nation, our relationship with marriage has always been super complicated. In an article published in Mint newspaper in 2017, Namita Bhandare writes about how women are marrying later, marriages are breaking up faster and that we now have the largest population of single women in the history of our country. Quoting

		Census data, she writes, ‘Between 2001 and 2011, there was a 39 per cent increase in the number of single women.’⁴⁸

		I believe that perhaps, for the first time in India, we have the highest population of unmarried youth (between ages twenty-three and thirty-eight) across genders and urban cities. While the pressure to marry cuts across genders, it’s far more intense for women.

		People in this age group are a mixed lot—many do want to marry eventually, but they would rather build a successful career first. They’re not interested in arranged marriages. Some contemplate the very necessity of marriage as an institution. Others are unsure about marriage but are still seeking companionship. They have shaped their views on witnessing their parents’ incompatible, indifferent and unequal marriages.

		A lot of young Indians experience anxiety and guilt about being unable to fulfil their parents’ desires in order to stay true to themselves.

		Nothing can be as debilitating as a combination of guilt + anxiety where adult children end up feeling like they are failing their parents.

		Komal says, ‘While I’m not sure if there is a “marriageable age”, I have to admit that my parent’s voice has become my inner critic. I have also started developing anxiety about crossing that age. I know it sounds stupid, but I constantly feel like this is a tug-of-war, where I feel I’m neither being honest with myself or with my parents.’

		Over the years, and even now, marriage in India is regarded as almost a duty that both parents and adult children need to fulfil. Ironically, both generations are mirroring anxiety when it comes to marriage. Parents are torn up about being blamed for not getting an adult child married off at the right age; they also worry about their children ending up single and lonely. The adult child is anxious about the pending life decisions he or she needs to make and risk of disappointing their parents.
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			Connected Yet Disconnected
		

		

		‘It’s been over a week since I have spoken to someone in person. All my conversations are on text or over email and I miss hearing a person’s voice, touch—just the intimacy of a real conversation. The only person I speak to every week is my mother who calls to check about my well-being. In fact, in the last two weeks, this therapy session and the didi who comes to cook are the only two times that I have had any conversation in person.’

		

		‘It has been a week since my breakup, and I don’t have close friends in the city. Most of the people who are close to me are scattered all over the world and not in the same city. I log on to a dating app and tell one of my potential matches about how lonely I’m feeling. All I need is a hug. Just that. My match agrees and that’s all we do—hug and sleep. No questions asked. I thank technology on days like this. Loneliness is what triggers my anxiety.’

		

		OVER the last four or five years, I have noticed that the number of clients who have been talking to me about loneliness has significantly increased.

		The connection between anxiety and loneliness is very complicated. As is clear from the examples I’ve shared above, in some cases, anxiety triggers loneliness. In others, loneliness triggers our anxiety.

		

		When anxiety leads to loneliness

		While there are many reasons to avoid others, one of them can be when people experience anxiety. At this time, there can be an overwhelming need to hole up in our space and disengage. Anxiety can make us feel small and terrible, and any form of interaction can be tiring. Anxiety also makes us hypersensitive and alert, and our avoidance instincts are triggered when we have a lowered threshold.

		Monisha, a 26-year-old client, says, ‘I work long hours every week and make plans for the weekend with family and friends. Though I wouldn’t admit to it publicly, every time a friend backs out of a lunch or dinner plan, a part of me experiences a sigh of relief. It’s as if I’m no longer obligated to meet someone. This is not about them; it’s me. I can’t explain how difficult it can get when you’re anxious and on edge and worry about how you appear to the person sitting across from you. It’s exhausting. Most of my weekends are spent lying in bed and thinking of ways to calm my anxious mind.’

		Monisha asks if I think she’s ‘weird’. I tell her that she isn’t the first to experience this, and that I understand how crippling it can be to feel so stuck.

		

		When loneliness leads to anxiety

		One of the questions I’m most often asked in therapy sessions is, ‘Where can I meet new people?’

		India is amidst a societal change; with the number of people migrating to other cities and countries, our sense of community and friendship is changing. People are feeling emotionally displaced and the effort it takes to build a new social circle can be both deeply exhausting and anxiety provoking.

		However, there is a driving need to find healthy community engagement, one that makes a person feel like they belong to a ‘group’ where they are understood, and accepted, for who they are.

		The thought of being alone in the long run can be a massive anxiety trigger. Clients in therapy often report how, on a Friday night when they are feeling tired and lonely, they end up texting an ex and regretting it.

		In moments of loneliness, we feel far more vulnerable and not in control of our lives. Particularly late into the night, feelings of loneliness can be very overwhelming and that could be why, in my experience, the time between 9 p.m. and 3 a.m. is the ‘panic hour’.

		This anxiety also stems from a deeper fear, as despite being in relationships, having families and a huge social media following, many people today feel an acute sense of loneliness. This can come from issues of self-esteem, the relationship baggage we carry around and past trauma.

		Every year around Diwali or long holidays, a lot of young people who either visit their families or live with them tell me how lonely they feel in their own homes. A sense of disconnection, and not being understood by parents, has contributed to young people’s anxiety and loneliness too.

		

		ALONE TOGETHER

		

		As I’ve always said, people can be lonely in relationships too. In therapy, couples who are married or have live-in partners often about anxiety over love lost. In the light of the recent lockdown due to COVID-19, a lot of couples in therapy reported that, while they were spending extended periods of time with each other, they felt very alone in their own homes with very little to say to each other.

		The trend of taking your phone to bed with you has deeply impacted peoples’ sense of sexual and physical intimacy too. Time that could be spent cuddling, holding hands or even simply lying next to one another has been replaced by a glowing screen.

		Describing a night in bed, many couples talk about how they scroll through their phones, check notifications and sometimes even text on various groups. They wonder about their lack of desire and that spark in their relationship that has been extinguished.

		In couples’ therapy, I meet people who complain they have nothing to say to one another when they meet as they message each other all through the day. To them, I emphasize that it is healthy to take out time to interact face-to-face instead of texting. Also, instead of sitting in front of the TV and watching a show or movie for hours, couples need to make a concerted effort to connect through conversation.

		

		DO YOU BINGE WHEN YOU’RE ANXIOUS AND LONELY?

		

		Sahaana, a 39-year-old marketing professional, is spunky, confident and at the top of her game at work. At a Monday morning therapy session, she says, ‘I’m ashamed to even tell you what my weekend was like. I spent two days in my pyjamas on the couch, with the TV on. I barely had one meal a day. I went through two seasons of Mad Men, but did I enjoy myself? The answer is no. I watched them because my anxiety had drained me of all my energy.’

		The vicious cycle of binge watching + eating is how a lot of people in the city deal with their anxiety. Sahaana, who lives alone in a rental apartment, explains, ‘I didn’t want to meet or speak to anyone, and the only way I could stop the voices in my head was by drowning it out with more mindless chatter,’ she says. Jokingly, she adds, ‘Thankfully, the show had a good-looking cast so I could distract myself.’

		Clients often talk of binging to distance themselves from their anxiety. A binge is an excessive behaviour and manifests in acts of eating or drinking too much, watching back-to-back shows and smoking weed or cannabis.

		Often clients tell me how they sometimes watch reruns of Friends, Grey’s Anatomy or The Big Bang Theory just as to ease their anxiety. Do you relate to this?

		As Netflix CEO Reed Hastings put it, this lifestyle habit has gained great momentum. ‘We actually compete with sleep, and we’re winning!’ he said⁴⁹.

		Underlying binge behaviour is the desire to numb our inner dialogue and feelings. The problem is that this is a temporary solution; feelings of anxiety eventually return, and with an even greater intensity. There is an awareness of this, but people still choose to engage in binge behaviour. For some, being alone all day long with the thoughts in their head is terrifying and falling into this trap seems more bearable. Though distracting, this type of behaviour leaves you feeling exhausted and unable to concentrate and can heighten existing levels of anxiety too.

		

		Take the test

		Awareness of cognitive patterns may help you exercise better control over your excesses. Discover your pattern of binge behaviour

		

		What is your binge about?

		

		Food

		Alcohol

		Weed

		Sex

		Watching shows

		Anything else.

		

		How often do you engage in the behaviour?

		

		Over the weekend

		Every day

		Couple of times in a week

		Once or twice in a month

		On holidays.

		

		What triggers your binge behaviour?

		

		Stress

		Anxiety

		Fatigue

		Feelings of sadness

		Loneliness

		Boredom

		Feelings of happiness

		Only when I love a show or food item

		I don’t know.

		

		

		Through our phones or laptops, we remain connected and are never really alone. Yet it is a challenge for us to have deeper conversations. What we get nowadays are interrupted conversations, GIFs and emoticons when what we ought to be looking for is meaningful interactions with others that allow us to feel less alone.

		Maybe, as the quotation often attributed to Swiss playwright and novelist Max Frisch, goes, ‘Technology is a way of organizing the universe so that man doesn’t have to experience it.’
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			Social Anxiety is Real
		

		

		ALL of us have experienced social anxiety, haven’t we? Think about:

		Your first day of college

		A stage performance that you were part of

		A speech that you gave in front of a large crowd.

		

		In her book How to Be Yourself: Quiet Your Inner Critic and Rise Above Social Anxiety⁵⁰, clinical psychologist Dr Ellen Hendriksen describes social anxiety as ‘self-consciousness on steroids’. In an interview⁵¹, she further explains, ‘Social anxiety is a perception that there is something embarrassing and deficient about us, and, unless we work hard to conceal or hide it, it will be revealed and we will be judged or rejected for it.’

		Over the last few years, social anxiety has become a sort of buzzword. People across genders and age groups identify and choose to describe their behaviours via this label. However, it is an actual condition and a function of the larger anxiety spectrum. Anxiety manifests in multiple ways and one of them is avoidance behaviours, particularly linked to social situations.

		This is what social anxiety can look like:

		Feelings of being judged and that others will figure out the ‘real you’.

		A consistent feeling of being too conscious, accompanied by anxiety that others are focussing/talking about you.

		Behaviours such as a continuous pretence of being busy on your phone or gadget to avoid social interaction.

		Feelings of discomfort and uneasiness in large groups, parties or get-togethers.

		Fear of embarrassing yourself in front of others.

		Anxiety about entering a room full of people.

		A restlessness or uneasiness at having to leave the room amidst a talk or event.

		

		Myrah, a 15-year-old student, tells me, ‘You know, I’m not shy as a person, but I feel very self-conscious when I have to clarify a doubt or question in class.’ School breaks are a particularly difficult time for Myrah. ‘I feel that people are looking at me and thinking how skinny I am. My hands become sweaty and I get this hollow feeling in my stomach. I don’t even go to the loo to pee!’ she says, adding, ‘I don’t want to feel this anxious all the time.’

		Like Myrah, those who suffer from social anxiety avoid events that are triggers such as eating and drinking in public, large crowds, big parties, being called upon in class, group assignments and meeting new people. Even regular attendance at school, college or office, and using public washrooms or urinals, can be a challenge.

		

		SOCIAL ANXIETY, INTROVERSION AND SHYNESS

		

		Social anxiety is often confused with an introvert personality or shyness, but they are not the same.

		Introversion is an inborn trait, it is part of a person’s temperament. While predisposition does play a role, it is via experiences and consequences that people learn to be socially anxious. For instance, if you grew up with parent who constantly belittled you, you are likely to believe others see you the same way and feel anxious about it.

		Introverts are also people who enjoy being alone and even get their energy from spending alone time. This type of personality chooses to skip a school picnic because they believe that they are better off staying at home and they enjoy their own company. On the other hand, a person with social anxiety, which is fuelled by fear and rests on an irrational belief that you are not worthy, will stay home to avoid being ridiculed or judged.

		Social anxiety and shyness are also not the same. Shyness is more of a discomfort that people feel around others. With time, and increased familiarity, shyness may fade away. With social anxiety, which is incited by fear of ridicule and not being good enough, familiarity doesn’t really help.

		It’s important to remember that people who struggle with social anxiety are not paranoid. They have a heightened fear when it comes to how they are seen and perceived by others.

		

		

		

		

		FACTORS THAT INCREASE THE RISK OF SOCIAL ANXIETY

		

		Parenting style

		A lot of research focuses on how parenting styles can lead to the development of social anxiety. Children who grow up under excessive parental control and are subject to constant criticism and harsh feedback continue to feel judged as adults. I have also seen that children raised in homes where parents focus excessively on perfectionism, or are very concerned about other people’s opinions, pass the same fears down to their children.

		

		Environment

		Children who have experienced trauma in various forms are susceptible to developing social anxiety, research shows. Violence in the family, abandonment by a parent and divorce also trigger feelings of being judged and evaluated by others.

		Bullying at school, on the bus and at home create feelings of not being safe. Other experiences like discrimination based on caste and class, and nasty comments or ridicule about one’s appearance can also make a child or adult self-conscious. At times, children of high achieving parents or those who belong to socially prominent families struggle with social anxiety. For the longest time, they are told to behave in certain ways in public or face judgment. The narrative around how society is continuously watching them, and the need to behave in the ‘right’ manner, can lead to social anxiety.

		

		Social media

		We live in times where people feel they are constantly watched and judged for what they are saying, writing, who they are hanging out with and what they are wearing. As Hendriksen writes, ‘Social media is social judgment in public’.⁵²

		Doesn’t that make the fear of being judged and exposed doubly dangerous? A lot of people who have been trolled over social media or made the butt of jokes over an innocuous comment, report how they feel their social anxiety has increased due to social media. I recall a client who stopped posting altogether on social media after a cyberbullying episode; this also led my client to avoid meeting people in person.

		

		Low self-esteem

		At her first session, Karen, a 29-year-old software engineer, describes how her social behaviour has changed. Since she moved to a new job, her confidence has been at its lowest. She anxious about being a misfit in her company and has stopped speaking to her colleagues. ‘Everyone in this company has studied abroad at the best universities and I feel so small in comparison to them. I think everyone is judging me and I’m failing them. At work, I often wonder if people are talking behind my back. I recently froze when it came to a work presentation. My confidence is so shaky, and the thought of meeting people overwhelms me. I’ve been avoiding social interactions, including my good friends who love me,’ she says, adding, ‘I have never been this person. I want to like myself and trust in my abilities.’

		For the longest time, Karen had believed that people who had the opportunity to study abroad are smarter. She also held the belief that, ‘Everyone who studies abroad is more intelligent than me.’ Her low self-esteem, coupled with her overwhelming anxiety around work performance, contributed to her social anxiety. The irrational belief led her to feel that she is not worthy enough and hence won’t be liked or respected.

		Low self-esteem linked to our childhood experiences, personal beliefs and ideas about what is normal and what is not, can all lead to social anxiety. Whether it’s in relation to one’s appearance, competences, class, caste or sexuality, it causes people to withdraw from social life as they are afraid of making a fool of themselves.

		

		Social anxiety can have a big impact on your life, but the good news is that it is very manageable. Generally, the work around social anxiety involves unpacking childhood experiences, delving into the impact of social media and exploring irrational beliefs. Understanding the importance of self-compassion, learning to be kind to yourself and quietening the inner critic (see p. 227) can go a long way in the treatment of social anxiety. I’ve explored this in the final section of this book.

		

		SOCIAL ANXIETY DISORDER

		

		Mohit, a 19-year-old student, always enters the clinic ten minutes after his scheduled appointment time. ‘I don’t want the staff or another client to see me while I wait. I’m okay utilizing fifty minutes of my session,’ he says.

		Struggling with crippling panic attacks that had kept him from attending college, Mohit reached out for therapy. Barely making eye contact, he is sweating despite the air-conditioning being adequate in my office. He fidgets—shaking his legs and twirling a pen he holds in his hands. He starts by telling me that he doesn’t know how to communicate unless he is asked specific questions. He almost cancelled this appointment, as the very act of leaving home and meeting a new person is very anxiety provoking for him.

		As I worked with Mohit, it became clear that he exhibited signs of Social Anxiety Disorder.

		

		When social anxiety becomes a disorder

		People seem to confuse their experiences of social anxiety with Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD). The latter can be described as a crippling, persistent and intense anxiety that is associated with meeting new people and being in social situations. People who struggle with it fear that they may be negatively evaluated, judged or ridiculed in these so-called social or performance situations. SAD, which is also described as social phobia, can be generalized across situations or limited to very specific set-ups.

		According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition)⁵³ for a person to be diagnosed with SAD it is important to note that the symptoms which trigger avoidance, fear or severe anxiety of social situations have typically lasted six or more months, and that they also lead to significant interference in occupational and personal functioning.

		These symptoms are the same as described for social anxiety but here they are quite persistent, consistent, of a greater intensity, have a history of sustaining themselves for long durations of time and come in the way of an individual’s day-to-day functioning. For e.g., the very thought of buying groceries would make Mohit panic.

		Here are few examples of how SAD can interfere or come in the way of an individual’s functioning:

		An adolescent/teenager is more likely to drop out of school or university

		They often feel lonely and misunderstood

		They find it hard to make friends, interact with others and as a result struggle with friendships

		They find it difficult to meet new people and even date

		They often feel a sense of frustration over being housebound as going out trigger excessive amounts of anxiety

		They feel helplessness about having to miss out on things even though they are interested in them

		They often experience a deep sense of blame.

		In Mohit’s case, his SAD became evident when he began cutting classes and was unable to sleep on learning he had to make a presentation six months down the line. In therapy, he informed me that he was planning to drop the course.

		

		People like Mohit struggle with crippling anxiety which leads to avoidance behaviour, low moods, feelings of inferiority and even paranoia, for some. This fear is embodied in their personalities and it almost paralyzes them, making it difficult for them to leave the house and even sustain a job.

		

		

		

		

		Getting help for SAD

		People struggling with SAD are often labelled as ‘shy’, ‘loner’ and ‘reclusive’, and this often comes in the way of them seeking treatment.

		They find it very hard to even schedule an appointment, waiting in a hospital/therapist’s office can be very unnerving for them. Even if they manage to overcome both these factors, they may struggle to talk about the issues that bother them.

		However, it is imperative to get help for SAD, because the condition can compromise your quality of life and relationships and can also come in the way of your physical and emotional functioning.

		The treatment plan for the disorder is dependent on the intensity of symptoms, severity and the debilitating impact that it has on an individual’s life. The choice about whether to prescribe medication or not is based on the discretion of the psychiatrist and the impact the condition is having on the individual’s personal and professional life. Generally based on the diagnosis and intensity of symptoms, most clients do well with a combination of psychotherapy and medication.
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			PART THREE
		

		

		
			Managing Anxiety
		

		

		WHETHER our anxiety is triggered by technology, social media, the fast pace of our life or a tendency to overthink things, it is possible to work towards a lifestyle that allows us to manage anxiety better.

		This section talks about learning to deal with anxiety in three ways: immediate, short-term and long-term. The idea is that we need to have a set of tools that can help us in moments where our anxiety is overwhelming as well as measures that help us when we find ourselves catastrophizing about events in the short run.

		Lastly, acknowledging the inevitable—which is that modern living is anxiety provoking—I want to share a set of techniques and rituals that we need to build into our daily lives.

		Keeping this in mind, this segment is divided into these areas:

		Soothing rituals

		Pause rituals

		How therapy for anxiety works

		Befriending the inner critic.

		

		One of the questions I’m commonly asked is ‘Will my anxiety ever go away?’

		The answer is that while anxiety can be managed, and its intensity and frequency can be toned down, there is no cure per se. Yes, we need to remember that anxiety is also an emotion that continues to protect us. We can learn to discern when it’s unrealistic or in excess and hence prepare ourselves to deal with it. This chapter is written with the intention of emotionally equipping you all.
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			Soothing Rituals
		

		

		WHEN we struggle with anxiety, it’s important to have a toolkit that helps us feel centred again. So soothing rituals, whether they are in the form of self-soothing or those that involve interdependence, are a good place to begin.

		

		SELF-SOOTHING

		

		One of the best ways to release yourself from feeling constantly under threat and hyperalert is your ability to dip into the ‘resources within’.

		In simple terms, self-soothing refers to behaviours, actions and thoughts that can serve the purpose of calming or comforting us. These self-soothing techniques are very subjective and can vary from person to person. They are the first steps that indicate we are ready to take responsibility for and that we can manage our feelings. These techniques help us feel more ‘in control’ and therefore ‘less anxious’.

		All therapeutic measures rely on human beings’ capacity to self-soothe. The way human system is designed, we are all capable of it. Babies learn how to put themselves to sleep by self-soothing. While some infants take to it naturally, those who don’t can be taught to self-soothe. The same is true for adults. We can learn how to ensure the body does not move into fight-flight-freeze mode at every instance.

		One of my favourite techniques of self-soothing is to use the five senses and ask ourselves how we can engage with each of them in order to feel more centered.

		

		Using the five senses as a grounding ritual

		I generally use this in workshops and trainings where I ask clients to write down the five senses (sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste). I do this so that clients think about and list activities that can be used to self-soothe under each sense listed, when the need arises.

		Often in moments when we are panicking or grappling with escalating anxiety, it becomes hard to recall these activities. That’s why I recommend making a list that is kept handy; pull it out when you are feeling anxious, low or even amidst a panic attack. Clients have found this a very powerful activity.

		These are some the soothing activities people mention in relation to the five senses:

		Sight. Watching the waves, watching little children play, a favourite comedy show, an old favourite film, superhero movies, going to a park and just watching people, old photographs.

		Sound, Listening to music, the sound of the waves, soft meditational music, devotional songs, having conversations with friends, family (many people mention having conversations with their mothers).

		Touch. Soft toys, cuddling and hugging their loved ones, a favourite blanket, wearing an old T-shirt that reminds them of someone special.

		Smell. Flowers, perfume, food, paints.

		Taste. Eating comfort food, a small piece of chocolate, a pickle.

		

		

		

		

		Self-soothing box

		It’s helpful to a have toolkit that contains small and mid-sized mementos, notes and photographs that can help calm you down. These could be items that you have collected on vacations, photos of loved ones, trinkets and more.

		This box can be especially helpful on days when one finds it hard to actively do things or take action steps. Usually, these mementos are safely tucked away and are often difficult to locate when we need them the most.

		Sometimes when we are in midst of an anxiety spiral or panic attack, it’s very hard to engage in a self-soothing ritual. An object or memento that we can touch or feel allows us to actively engage and has a balming effect. These objects act as powerful tools and savouring the memories associated with these objects, creates a mood shift. Research has shown that savouring is, in fact, one of the factors that contributes to our happiness. My self-soothing box has notes that students and clients have written for me. I also have little notes on which I’ve written some of my favourite quotes from authors and playwrights.

		You can also create a very customized self-soothing box for yourself using the concept of five senses.

		A client of mine created a box with her family and they did it as a ritual of connecting with each other. The client had learnt the exercise in therapy, and she introduced it to her husband and two children.

		Sitting down together, the family discussed situations that they each found overwhelming. Using the five senses as a starting point, each family member wrote little notes on what helped calm their minds. Then, they discussed it as a family and made the choice to create a common box that all of them could access. They added souvenirs collected from holidays, letters each of them had written to others, greeting cards, music CDs, among other things.

		The most beautiful and moving part of this experience for the family was how an exercise meant to self-soothe had ended up becoming a way for them to come together and bond.

		

		Self-care rituals

		Self-care rituals that we practice to take care of our mind, body and soul can be soothing. These rituals can calm us in the present, but when embodied as part of one’s lifestyle, they can go a long way towards curbing our anxiety.

		Self-care can be:

		Physical. The focus here is on how rested our body feels, listening to and taking care of its needs. Going for walks, exercise, mindful breathing, lying down on your back, sleeping well, eating at appropriate times, not skipping meals, are all part of physical self-care.

		Emotional. This has to do with whether we feel our emotional and psychological needs have been met. Techniques such as journalling or self-soothing rituals like making tea, a warm shower, mindfulness walks (using the five senses) help deal with anxiety at an emotional level.

		Psychosocial. Support from a loved one, whether it’s communicating with them or meeting them in person, can go a long way. A physical presence is always a comfort when you’re anxious. Reaching out to a friend or helpline or participating in a community-based activity can help us deal with anxiety at a psychosocial level.

		I’ve discussed many of the self-care-based activities mentioned above, that can be practiced as daily rituals, in chapter 198.

		

		THE POWER OF TOUCH

		

		There is self-soothing and there is also soothing experienced in interpersonal relationships. This soothing can be a physical presence followed by touch or just a conversation.

		The reality is that we need both types of soothing. As human beings, we are inter-dependent and it’s okay to acknowledge if a soothing physical presence helps calm our anxiety.

		Think back—as a child or teenager, when you struggled with exam anxiety or had trouble sleeping, wouldn’t your mother or father gently pat your head or back, or brush their fingers through your hair, and you would fall asleep eventually? At some stage all our parents have done that, and it has had the most calming effect. Even if they didn’t say a word.

		As adults, when we’re anxious or feeling out of control, many of us just want to surrender to this touch, be it from a parent or partner. Both men and women find it very therapeutic; without saying a word, we begin to feel safe and understood.

		

		Behaviours that aggravate anxiety

		People engage in these behaviours hoping they will help increase focus and concentration and reduce their anxiety. Ironically, they all increase the anxiety in the long run.

		Caffeine. Many consider coffee a comforting beverage. However, a lot of people feel that their intake of coffee exacerbates their anxiety. In fact, Caffeine-induced Anxiety Disorder is a sub- class in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition) diagnosis of Substance/Medication-Induced Anxiety Disorder.

		Binge behaviours. In the hope of relieving the emotions brought on by anxiety, people engage in binge behaviours like eating, drinking and watching shows. However, this type of behaviour only allows temporary relief and the anxiety returns with increased intensity.

		Buried in work. When people experience anxiety, they often feel helpless or not in control. As a result, some people choose to take on or commit to extra work as it gives them an illusory sense of control. However, in most cases, saying yes to too many things leads to more anxiety. We all have behaviours that we unconsciously or consciously resort to in the hope that our anxiety can be soothed. Identifying and developing a toolkit of soothing behaviours that work in the short as well as the long run is where the trick lies.
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			Pause Rituals
		

		

		LEARNING to deal with anxiety on a long-term basis involves making changes in our behaviour on a day-to-day basis and integrating habits and rituals that allow us to prevent anxiety in the first place.

		In the context of mental health, rituals can be understood as a series of actions or behaviours that one commits either on a daily, weekly or monthly basis. I specifically use the word rituals, and not tasks which sounds cumbersome, because I want to emphasize that these are actions that we have chosen to perform. Calling them rituals lends a sense of ownership to those goals, which are self-chosen. Also, like rituals, they are meant to be followed in a prescribed order; they are important, so you need to set aside a fixed time or schedule for them every day.

		

		THE POWER OF PAUSE

		

		One of the greatest disadvantages of a modern lifestyle is that we are constantly on the go. Multitasking is the new fashion statement, and we guilt trip ourselves every time we take a break.

		Pause rituals are an antidote to the obsession we have with optimizing our time, resources and energy in a seamless manner. These practices are very personal activities that we need to build into our daily schedule that allow us to take a break and energize us.

		Just as we choose to charge our phones and laptops, pause rituals do the same for our mind, body and the soul.

		For me, the idea of pause rituals came into being when I struggled with an episode of burnout about six years ago. At that point, I realized that my schedule was exhausting and that I needed to structure my downtime in the same way that I structured my work. I also realized that my sense of rest and rejuvenation came from consciously building time in my routine to pause. Not just that, but also mindfully choosing the activities that allowed me to relax.

		I learnt how to listen to my body’s cues, slowed down in general and set micro-goals for myself. The idea of calling it a pause ritual emerged from the understanding that while we all appreciate the value of pause, it only assumes importance when we translate it to a palpable, behavioural goal/ritual that we can work towards.

		The word pause simply means a temporary halt—a break—in daily life. Here, the key word is ritual which basically involves creating a set of self-soothing activities (see p. 196) into our daily schedule, instead of engaging only when we are heading for a breakdown/meltdown.

		Realistically, it is not possible for us to plan holidays, or even take a break from work, often. What is possible for us, though, is to build pause rituals as a lot of them are in our control and can be accomplished even during the daily commute or between meetings. These breaks can be anywhere between five minutes in the day to an hour. Your exercise class, for instance, or the practice of deep breathing are examples of pause rituals. They are acts that we perform singularly, while keeping our gadgets away.

		Here are some examples of pause rituals. I’ve shared a mix that engages the mind (cognitive activities), body (physical activities) and soul (emotionally nourishing activities).

		

		JOURNALLING

		

		One of the simplest and most effective techniques that I feel has worked for me is the act of journalling and writing about how I feel.

		A lot of us grew up having diaries where we could write down our deepest secrets and vent feelings that seemed difficult to articulate to others. Journalling follows a similar pattern; however, the trick is to make it a regular practice and not just limit it to our ‘bad’ or ‘super anxious’ days.

		

		Morning pages

		Fixing a time to write every day has worked for me personally; my inspiration is artist and playwright Julia Cameron’s book titled The Artist’s Way⁵⁴ which features the concept of ‘Morning Pages’. Cameron writes, ‘Morning Pages are three pages of longhand, stream of consciousness writing done first thing in the morning.’

		I find the analogy of doing morning pages as a clearing ritual very powerful. On many days, one’s mind is filled with so many thoughts from the previous day and tasks that remain incomplete. Clients who have used it say that it provides a space where they can empty their mind.

		

		

		

		

		There is no wrong way to do morning pages. The idea is to write down your thoughts and feelings as they come. When you begin, you will realize that even during the act of writing your deepest personal thoughts, your mind automatically begins to edit and criticize. The idea is to be aware of this, and not fall into the trap of self-editing.

		Morning pages are my preference; remember, there is no right or wrong way to journal. Some people find it very useful to write in the evening or right before sleeping. There are people I know who do a page a day, then wind up writing five to six pages.

		You are the best judge of what works for you; these are some options to try:

		

		Intent journal

		Some people like beginning each day by writing their intention for the day and some of the things that they would want to work on.

		

		Gratitude journal

		Some people end each day by writing three things that went well, how they managed difficult situations and the few things that they are looking forward to the next day.

		

		Closure rituals

		Some clients find it hard to shut down their mind after work. To them I recommend writing down their thoughts, feelings and even a pending task list around an hour before they sleep. It’s a way to stop them from ruminating while acknowledging their anxious thoughts. As a client says, ‘Once I have put my thoughts on paper, I feel I’m free to breathe, my brain has more space and I can give myself permission to sleep.’ For some people, this technique of writing serves as a good closure activity.

		There are others who use daily writing to maintain a record of their thoughts, triggers for their anxiety and the feelings it evoked in them, and rate themselves on the distress that they experienced. While this doesn’t account for journalling, it’s a cognitive exercise to monitor one’s daily thoughts.

		At times, the very act of writing or venting when you struggle with difficult emotions, and then ripping up that paper, helps.

		A 32-year-old client was travelling abroad for a presentation and, though she had put in a lot of work, it didn’t go as well as planned. She became anxious thinking of herself as a failure. She couldn’t call anyone for comfort because there was poor network, so she began writing what she was feeling. It helped her take responsibility for her actions and also acknowledge factors that were outside her control. She started feeling more in control and less anxious. Tearing up the letter, she left her hotel room still angry, but feeling kinder towards herself.

		In situations where we feel trapped, writing can be a useful tool to help us reassess a situation that can get out of hand when we catastrophize or ruminate.

		

		Benefits of journalling

		

		It can act as a centering tool that allows you access to your inner calm.

		It helps break the cycle of rumination.

		By articulating difficult emotions on paper, we feel more in control and less anxious.

		

		Personally, I find writing an exercise in mindfulness where I’m able to look at my own thoughts and feelings and give them consistent, focussed attention. It’s a way of paying attention to yourself without judgment.

		

		READING

		

		Over the years, the concept that books can be used to support good mental health has been gaining ground. The Greeks considered libraries as sacred spaces and in recent times, philosophers like Alain De Botton have reiterated the value of and popularised Bibliotherapy (book therapy).

		One of my all-time favourite quotation about books is by Neil Gaiman: ‘Fairy tales are more than true: not because they tell us that dragons exist, but because they tell us that the dragons can be beaten.’

		Like Gaiman says—books remind us of the human capacity to fight and deal with difficult situations. They help us break away from the patterns of learned helplessness or self-limiting beliefs that we may have constructed in our head.

		Books can fill us with hope, perspective and a sense of not being alone. As a child, I grew up with a parent who was in and out of hospital. Books were my constant companion during those difficult days, and through them I found hope, resilience and a break for my active mind.

		Note: Books don’t work for everyone, and a lot has to do with you having the capability to receive what the book has to say. Recommended prematurely, a book has the capacity to trigger an individual, leading to a downward spiral of anxiety. For e.g., a book like Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar is poetic and beautiful, yet it can provoke a deep sense of melancholy and panic in some.

		Whether you read fiction or non-fiction on a paperback or Kindle, books can be a pause ritual. Here’s how they help:

		

		Identification. When we read a book where the protagonist is going through struggles like ours, it empowers us as we realize we are not alone. Books bring a certain universality to our concerns. Isn’t our anxiety at its peak when we think this only happens to us?

		Perspective and resilience. Books give us the bigger picture and illustrate how you can grow and change over time. I had a client once say, ‘Every time I pick up a work of fiction, I suddenly feel there is so much more in the world and recognize how I’m getting obsessive or caught up in my own little catastrophes.’ I relate to this sentiment very well; Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl⁵⁵ has been a huge inspiration for me as it talks about developing inner strength and hope against the backdrop of the Holocaust. A book titled I Never Promised You a Rose Garden by Joanna Greenberg⁵⁶ helped me shape my ideas about therapy.

		Soothing balm. Without saying too much, some books manage to tell us what we need to hear. They help us get in touch with our feelings and voice what we struggle to articulate. Reading some of my favourite poets— Rainer Maria Rilke, Rumi, Khalil Gibran—brings me peace of mind. What are the books that weave the magic for you?

		Educational materials.There are many books which focus on helping people understand what can be done to make relationships work or on dealing with mental health. These books, though direct, are deeply powerful.

		

		In therapy sessions, I often use a mix of fiction and non-fiction books that clients can use as an additional tool to facilitate their healing. It helps, but it’s important to remember that a book is just a tool that allows us to process our emotions, contributes to our awareness and allows us a break from overthinking. It is not a substitute for medication and therapy.

		

		EXERCISE

		

		Whether it’s your workout at the gym, Pilates, Yoga, Zumba, Tai Chi, Capoeira or brisk walking—any form of exercise done regularly can serve as a pause ritual.

		Physical movement allows us to manage anxiety to various degrees. When I outlined the symptoms of anxiety, I had explained how trauma or anxiety can get lodged in the physical body (see p.7). One way of dealing with this condition is to engage in practices that release or channelize this restless energy, be it through exercise or deep breathing. Once exercise becomes your ritual, you will be in tune with your body and able to identify your anxiety triggers—stiffness in the shoulders, for instance—before the situation becomes overwhelming.

		In their book titled Exercise for Mood and Anxiety: Proven Strategies for Overcoming Depression and Enhancing Well-Being, cognitive behavioural therapists Jasper Smits and Michael Otto⁵⁷ offer step-by-step guidance on how to start and maintain an exercise programme geared towards improving mood. In 2008, Smits and Otto were among co-authors on a paper titled ‘Reducing Anxiety with Exercise’.

		Sixty participants with elevated levels of anxiety sensitivity participated in the study and it was found that people who were exposed to the exercise intervention showed significant improvements as compared to the control group.⁵⁸

		As you build an exercise ritual, you will begin to feel more in control of your own body; you will also realize that you can tackle your body’s stress response when it is activated. Isn’t that a powerful feeling?

		

		FOCUSSED BREATHING

		

		In a hyperconnected world, where we are constantly looking outward and overwhelmed by technology or screens, the act of conscious, slow or focussed breathing can serve as a pause ritual.

		Here, the goal is to observe one’s own breathing. My Tai Chi teacher would say that how we breathe has a huge impact on what we feel, and the trick lies in slowing down our breathing.

		If you are new to the practice of deep, mindful breathing, this is what you should do:

		Sit in a comfortable position, either on a chair or the floor.

		Keep your spine erect and try and relax your body as you seat yourself. Keep your eyes open or closed, whatever is comfortable.

		Inhale deeply and exhale completely. A combination of one inhalation and one exhalation makes one breath. Count each breath.

		To begin with do a round of ten breaths.

		

		Prandharna⁵⁹ is an exercise very commonly used in yoga practice. The purpose here is to just observe your breath without trying to change or manipulate the pace in any way, to notice how the body and mind feel as you inhale and exhale. All you have to do is close your eyes and focus on your breathing; if there are thoughts that cross your mind, let them. Soon you will become aware of the natural rhythm of your breathing and start feeling more relaxed.

		Breathing exercises can be both curative and preventive; I feel they are one of the best tools, allowing us to feel stable and centred. There is a verse from Hatha Yoga Pradipika⁶⁰ which translates, ‘As the breathing moves, so does the mind. As the mind moves, so does the breathing’. This is based on the understanding that as our breathing slows down, so does our mind. At the same time, as mind slows down, so does our breathing. In fact, a lot of research around mindfulness focuses on how the act of mindful breathing has a calming effect on our patterns of overthinking and anxiety.

		Earlier in the book, I had explained how the sympathetic nervous system controls your fight or flight response, which is triggered by anxiety or stress (see p. 34). These breathing exercises work on the autonomic nervous system⁶¹ and bring the body back to the parasympathetic state, making you feel calm and relaxed.

		Note: If you’re struggling with a panic attack, it can be very difficult to pay attention to your breathing or even observe it.

		

		MINDFUL MEDITATION

		

		The way I see it, the opposite of anxiety is mindfulness. If you learn to live in the present and savour it, you are already dealing with your anxiety.

		Mindfulness is not a bundle of techniques; instead, it’s an attitude, a conscious shift in becoming more present. The idea is that we must embody mindfulness in our daily living, whether it’s in the act of listening, eating our food or the attentive presence we give to our loved ones and the activities that we do.

		The idea of mindfulness and the science around it has been popularized by Jon Kabat-Zinn, an American professor and founding father of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR). A type of meditation therapy, MBSR has been shown to help alleviate symptoms associated with chronic illness, anxiety, pain, burnout, cancer and other stress-related conditions.

		All meditation practices have mindfulness built into them, whether it’s about focussing one’s attention on a specific idea or the act of mindfully just observing one’s breath, actions and thoughts.

		I’m often asked about how long one should meditate; clients tell me they find it difficult to sit still for even five minutes. If that sounds like you, begin by setting a timer on your phone and meditate for as little as one minute, and gradually increase the time.

		Some tips if you are just beginning:

		Use a meditation app. The directions and soothing music will help you relax and focus.

		If you are uncomfortable using an app, begin by sitting in a comfortable position with your eyes closed. Relax your back and shoulders. You can sit on a chair or a yoga mat, whatever is comfortable for you. Place your hands over your legs and begin with a deep breath.

		When you breathe in, your stomach expandslike a balloon and when you exhale, your abdomen muscles move inward. Just become aware of your breath. Based on your readiness you can do it for a couple of minutes to begin with.

		

		People struggling with anxiety often find themselves caught in a space where they begin to feel uncomfortable with their thoughts, feelings and even bodily sensations. Mindfulness-based visualization can be very calming at such times. Visualize what seems like a safe space for you and choose to allow yourself to stay in that space. This is very comforting and stabilizing for a lot of individuals.

		On some days, when the task of writing the book seemed extremely overwhelming, I would turn to a practice recommended by writer Allison Aubrey in her NPR article⁶². She writes, ‘If you’ve got a nagging thought that won’t go away, just picture a cloud. Visualize that nagging thought being attached to the cloud. Now watch it float away.’ I found it quite effective.
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			How Therapy for Anxiety Works
		

		

		IN the earlier section we discussed some practical ways to manage anxiety on a day-to-day basis.

		Here, we are going discuss how therapy works and various therapeutic techniques that can help people learn to deal with their anxiety or even dispute their irrational thoughts.

		Therapy setups are safe spaces where clients learn to find their own answers. The process is built on the principles of empathy, unconditional positive regard and a faith in the client’s ability to navigate their own situations. The therapist facilitates the process that allows the client to become more aware of their thought processes, feelings and even deal with some of their past issues which may be interfering in their present functioning.

		

		A THERAPIST’S LENS

		

		My therapeutic approach—the lens through which I address clients’ problems—focusses on some of these principles which underlie most people’s anxiety.

		

		Identify and acknowledge your stress and anxiety

		A common struggle people face is lack of awareness about anxiety and their own vulnerabilities. A lot of clients who are in their twenties or thirties find it difficult to comprehend that, despite having a happy personal and professional life, they can still be anxious.

		One of the first steps in therapy is making people aware of their own feelings and ensuring they do not downplay their symptoms. In the words of a 28-year-old client: ‘You know, the hardest thing in life is to walk into this session and tell you that something’s wrong. This vulnerability, and not knowing what’s wrong, is breaking me from within.’ Working towards a better understanding of ourselves is the goal at this stage.

		

		Build awareness

		This primarily has to do with staying in touch with our own feelings—the sensations that are experienced in the body when our anxiety is triggered. It’s far easier said than done. As we work towards listening to our body’s cues, we become better at recognizing signs of restlessness, anxiety or any type of uneasiness. For e.g., when you have an interview lined up and you find yourself using the washroom more often than usual and experiencing slight palpitations, choose to pause and acknowledge that you may be anxious or worried about the interview. In these moments, when we feel psychologically overwhelmed, we can either concentrate on our breathing, listen to music or think of other ways to address the feelings of anxiety.

		A 43-year-old client who terminated therapy after a year, came for a follow-up visit after two months and said, ‘It’s not that the anxiety has left me completely. It’s just that now my awareness is higher, so I have learnt when not to push myself and when to take a break. Accordingly, I have built those pause rituals into my life. I feel far more in control with this awareness.’

		

		Internal locus of control

		A lot of work with people who struggle with anxiety in therapy is often in the context of the locus of control. Learning to identify what factors are within our control and those that are outside it—with others or systems at large—helps people become realistic about their expectations and kinder towards themselves.

		I have found that some people who struggle with anxiety tend to overlook factors that are within their control and, as a result, end up feeling overwhelmed. Children, for instance, may end up overestimating how difficult the exam paper may be and underestimating their knowledge of the subject. The same goes for job interviews where, no matter how the interview went, interviewees have control over how they feel.

		Learning to trust ourselves, and our abilities and capabilities, is also part of the therapeutic journey.

		

		Setting healthy boundaries

		An issue that is deeply related to anxiety is our ability to set appropriate boundaries in the context of time, energy and attention assigned to tasks. The process of setting boundaries is a very subjective process. However, this is a concern which often makes it to therapy, as a lot of people feel that their inability to say no or have realistic expectations comes in their way of well-being.

		

		Personal self-care and realistic assessment of tasks. On any given day, we have only a limited amount of energy that we can expend. So be aware of your energy levels and time before committing to other tasks. Choosing to be realistic about it goes a long way towards ensuring that we can work in the long run, versus short term. It involves understanding what tasks are urgent and those that can be postponed and delegated. If we don’t do this, we may be left with feelings of anxiety as we struggle with the number of tasks that need our attention.

		Ability to say no. A lot of people who struggle with anxiety find it very hard to say no to others. It’s linked to the irrational belief of wanting to be liked by everyone. Hence, the fear that saying ‘no’ may lead to others liking them less. This causes anxiety as people find themselves overcommitting to people and responsibilities.

		

		Doing deep personal work around trauma, childhood baggage and self-esteem

		At times, what appears to be feelings of restlessness and anxiety has roots in unresolved issues around bullying, parental baggage and its consequent impact such as low self-esteem. These are situations that require deeper personal work on the part of each client so that they can learn to process emotions related to their issues and deal with them. While anxiety may come across as a presenting problem, it’s only when we do more personalized, in-depth work can the client learn to manage anxiety symptoms in the long run.

		Note: I’ve presented this framework and set of techniques for you to get a glimpse of the therapeutic process. Please reach out to a qualified mental health professional to work through your concerns and learn how to deal with overwhelming feelings of anxiety and other accompanying emotions.

		

		NEUROPLASTICITY AND WHY IT’S IMPORTANT

		

		Myth: Our brain primarily changes in our formative years and then it stops growing.

		Truth: Research has shown that the brain is capable of malleability and plasticity throughout our lifespan. This basically means that our brain is constantly changing, whether we are aware of it or not. This process of continual change and adaptability is what is known as neuroplasticity.

		

		As you read this chapter, remember the science of neuroplasticity basically describes that the brain can rewire and adapt itself. At the same time, thoughts and memories that we keep repeating in our head lead to the strengthening of those neural pathways.

		If we challenge our thoughts and make a concerted effort at cognitive restructuring, we are capable of changing even the nature of these neural connections. It is exactly this principle which we need to keep in mind when we feel overwhelmed by anxiety.

		Through mindfulness-based meditation, self-compassion, decatastrophizing—we are consciously training our brain to rewire itself. It’s never too late to start the process of working on one’s own anxiety.

		The very fact that you are reading this book is a sign that you are on the route to understanding how anxiety works and how to deal with it—which can add to your neuroplasticity.

		

		COGNITIVE RESTRUCTURING

		

		One of the most effective and research-led ways to deal with our anxiety is through cognitive restructuring.

		This was first articulated by Albert Ellis who gave us the Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (see p. 57). Later, Dr Aaron Beck, founder of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), has spoken about it in more detail.

		In simple words, cognitive restructuring is a process of understanding how our cognition impacts our mood states, followed by identifying cognitive distortions/irrational thoughts that we struggle with and then using techniques to challenge the validity of these thoughts.

		The basis of all cognitive restructuring is the idea that when it comes to our irrational beliefs or automatic thoughts, we can dispute them. Ellis was the first psychologist who spoke about how this disputation would lead to a change in the way we feel or act. His theory is known as ABCDE which is as follows:

		

		A: Activating Event

		B: Beliefs

		C: Consequences

		D: Disputing the old belief

		E: The New Effect.

		

		What Ellis explains through his theory is that, in most situations, the thoughts or beliefs that we have about life and relationships are the ones that impact our emotions and actions. Disputation is a specific technique which helps us with the process of restructuring.

		Here is an example: Salma, a 26-year-old client, returned from a long holiday. She had a fantastic time overall, other than one day which she describes as terrible. She says, ‘While I do know what irritated me, I’m not sure what led to the day becoming so terrible. I can’t figure it out.’

		She tells me how she was on a holiday with her family and had a fantastic day of sightseeing and adventure sports. Elated, she returned to her hotel room, turned on her Wi-Fi connection and saw her friends had posted a picture with a caption that read, ‘Best Time ever’. From there on, it was a downward spiral. Salma became irritated at her family, felt anxious and was in a foul mood. It took her a full day to shake this feeling.

		The process of cognitive restructuring has three parts, which I’ll explain using Salma’s case study:

		

		Understanding the basic principles of CBT or Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy or REBT, which is that our thoughts impact our mood states and our actions.

		Identifying the cognitive distortions which could be catastrophizing, personalization or other irrational beliefs that were discussed earlier in the book (see p. 42)

		Challenging or disputing the irrational beliefs and cognitive distortions using Socratic technique and decatastrophizing (which I’ve explained below).

		

		I asked Salma what thoughts were running through her head when she saw the picture posted. What does she remember thinking and feeling at the time?

		She told me how, in a matter of five minutes, her mood shifted from elation to irritation and anxiety. In this instance, Salma was able identify that seeing the picture was an activating event for her anxiety and low mood. She felt triggered.

		Seeing the picture made Salma feel uneasy and fearful that she was missing out. Her mind started racing with thoughts like, ‘Maybe my friends don’t like me and that’s why they have met in my absence.’ Then, she began thinking, ‘Nobody likes me and I’m going to end up alone.’

		The second part to this process is identifying the cognitive distortions we are engaging in. After Salma identified her thoughts, we discussed the various cognitive distortions she was engaging in— catastrophizing, ‘All-Or-Nothing’ thinking. She felt relieved as she understood where her anxiety was coming from. Then I asked her to describe: ‘What is a belief she has about her friends?’ She said, ‘My friends can only have fun when I’m around.’

		In this situation, I asked her if she had any past evidence of these friends having stood up for her and she listed five examples.

		Then we challenged the narrative of ‘My friends don’t like me and have met in my absence’. I asked if she ever meets them individually and she said ‘Yes’.

		On articulating that, Salma felt silly; she realized she had become anxious over such a small matter.

		Salma’s problem is a common one—many people find themselves ruminating over this type of situation and catastrophizing that they will never ever have good friends. Identifying destructive beliefs and reframing them to newer, constructive beliefs is the goal here.

		

		Cognitive techniques

		These are some of the tools therapists use to dispute irrational beliefs.

		Thought Record Form: This is a tool used to help clients monitor and work through their irrational thoughts or cognitive distortions. The process brings about a certain mindfulness about our reaction to situational triggers and makes the thought process more palpable and easier to comprehend.

		The Thought Record Form serves the purpose of giving us clarity about the frequency and intensity of our thoughts; it also allows us to have a timeline and clearly see how it’s our thoughts, and not just events, that have an impact on our mood states. It works like a journal because clients put down their thoughts and feelings daily or following an incident that caused them anxiety. The Anxiety Log (see p. 20) is an example of Thought Record Form.

		Socratic Method: This method, also known as Guided Discovery with Socratic Questioning, is based on the teaching methodology popularized by ancient Greek philosopher Socrates. His process involved asking question after question to students, exposing contradictions in their thoughts and ideas in order to guide them to solid conclusions. The underlying principle is that people learn using critical thinking, reasoning and logic.

		This theory is based on the premise that clients are their own therapist. In Salma’s case, for instance, her therapist (me) could ask her:

		

		Can you share any other instances where you have felt that your friends don’t like you?

		What could be some of the other reasons that they met in your absence?

		If you ended up meeting one of them and not the other—does that mean you hate or dislike one of your other friends?

		If a friend of yours was in the same situation, what advice would you give them?

		As friends, do you all have any rules or norms about when and how to meet?

		Tell me, what does a good friendship look like to you?

		

		The Socratic questioning serves various purposes—it helps us become aware of our own beliefs, forces us to re-examine if there are other ways of looking at the situation, challenges our rigid irrational beliefs, cognitive distortions and assists us in exploring/challenge the various consequences that we may be imagining.

		Disclaimer: When we are anxious, we often find ourselves feeling confused and foggy in the head. As a client once mentioned—‘All I want to do is just make the chatter die down. I just feel constantly exhausted.’

		If you are struggling with such overwhelming anxiety, the Socratic Technique may not work for you since you may not even be able to think of these questions. The technique works best when the concerns are manageable, and you can comprehend your irrational beliefs and factors that trigger your anxiety.

		Decatastrophizing: This is a term that was given by Ellis. This technique allows us to examine our cognitive distortion of catastrophizing by testing out the validity of our hypothesis.

		Consider this: Eighteen-year-old Sahil is appearing for his Class 12 exams. One of his worries is that he’s not going to perform well, and he cannot get the thought out of his head. It has left him restless, awake at night and so anxious that he can’t concentrate on his studies.

		Here’s how his counselling session would go:

		

		Sahil: I’m obsessed with the thought that I’m going to perform badly in the exams. I’m just not prepared.

		Therapist: What does ‘badly’ look like for you when it comes to exams?

		Sahil: I haven’t told anyone this. But my worst fear is that I will fail and have to repeat the entire year.

		Therapist: So, failing in the exam is your worst possible scenario and that’s what is making you feel so anxious?

		Sahil: Yes, and now that you have spelt it out, I realize I’m catastrophizing. But it’s impossible for me to rid my mind of this thought.

		Therapist: Based on your experience and your current preparation, tell me how possible is it for you to fail?

		Sahil: I have never failed an exam in my life. Even on sudden mock tests I have managed to get about eighty per cent. But this time, it feels different. I have studied about sixty per cent of the portion and still have a month to prepare.

		Therapist: So, there is no evidence from the past to support that you will fail and now also you seem prepared for at least sixty per cent of the portion.

		Sahil: I’m being very harsh on myself—I’m prepared but not as much as I would like, but I know I won’t fail.

		

		Decatastrophizing primarily involves acknowledging the worst-case scenario and then examining the evidence for how likely it is going to go in that negative direction. In most instances, as soon as the worst-case scenario is spelt out, people realize that it is not as bad as they have made it out to be in their heads.

		Another step to the decatastrophizing process is where we acknowledge the worst-case scenario and then gauge our capacity to deal with the situation. A student, who in an earlier therapy session was contemplating skipping a class presentation, tells me, ‘I have come to realize that if I make the presentation, worst case scenario is that I will be horrible and everybody will make fun of me. I’ll feel bad and cry, possibly for a day or two, but I know I can deal with it. It’s hard, but I can deal with making the presentation.’

		Disclaimer: One need to be mindful about when/ where a particular technique can be used. The same technique of decatastrophizing may not work everywhere. For e.g., when someone is struggling with difficult life situations, like a family member who is seriously ill, their fears are very real and this technique can prove to be counterproductive for them. Also, if decatastrophizing seems to enhance your anxiety further, it is not a good idea to use it.

		Understanding these techniques is crucial; however, use your discretion and work with a qualified mental health therapist who can help you identify what works for you.

		

		Here are some tips and techniques that can help you identify your absolute beliefs or irrational thinking.

		

		Watch your vocabulary

		The trick with most cognitive distortions is to become aware of one’s vocabulary. Begin by asking and writing down what your inner dialogue sounds like. People who struggle with cognitive distortions say it shows up in the context of words we use:

		

		I’m never late

		My life and career are squashed forever

		I must always read with full attention

		I always need to be competent in what I do.

		

		These absolute statements make it very hard for us to find a middle-ground or even scope for error. Catch yourself when you find you are using these words and phrases. While it’s healthy to do things in a certain way, there are a lot of times when the situation is outside of your control. For instance, if you’re late for an important meeting or interview because of an accident on the highway or car breaking down. The intensity of the words we use in these instances impacts our thoughts about the moment. Saying that ‘today turned out to be a bad day’ makes it far easier than saying ‘today turned out to be the worst day of my life.’

		Some words that have high negative charge attached to them do contribute to a sense of doom and even another crisis. So be aware of your language and the words you choose.

		

		Choosing to see our beliefs as preferences over self-limiting beliefs

		According to Ellis, one way of dealing with our fixed beliefs is to navigate the world as a series of preferences rather than a dictatorial approach. As soon as you say, ‘I prefer reaching on time or before time,’ the pressure eases.

		When we have imposed the ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ on ourselves, our failure to not stand by or fulfil our personal standards leads to guilt, anxiety and can even impact our self-esteem. If you carry the belief that you must be competent in everything you do it can lead to a fear of failure. Even without that, you can continue to work hard and put in effort to achieve competence.

		

		The limitations of CBT

		CBT as an approach doesn’t work for all clients. For e.g., a person struggling with burnout who has a history of trauma and abuse. The techniques can only help with a subset of irrational beliefs or distortions that are linked to this person’s sense of work and well-being. The anxiety stemming from the abuse, trauma and values attached to work need understanding from varied therapeutic perspectives.
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			Befriending Your Inner Critic
		

		

		ONE of the fundamental causes of our anxiety, as discussed in the earlier chapters, are the ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ (see p. 56) that we impose on ourselves. These ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ can leave us feeling very vulnerable. We are disappointed in ourselves when we don’t live up to these standards and in those specific moments, the inner critic takes over.

		Inner critic, in my understanding, is that nagging voice which tells us how we are not good enough and that we are always lagging, unable to do things or maintain relationships.

		The reality is that each one of us struggles with this inner critic, who shows up in all the moments where we fall into the trap of cognitive distortions that I’ve discussed through the book, including learned helplessness, overgeneralizations, catastrophizing, All-or-Nothing Thinking and, most importantly, when we personalize information that is not in our control.

		To determine the origins of this inner critic, we’d have to go back to our formative years, including interactions with our parents, caregivers, teachers and even our peers. Sometimes, the inner critic is born in moments where comments are directly or indirectly hurled at us. While what is said is pertaining to that moment, and it is one individual’s experience of us at that time, it becomes a ‘fact’ in our head that we end up overgeneralizing.

		This process, where we choose to carry forward an old piece of information someone said about us and turn it into a belief, is where our anxiety begins.

		The inner critic is constantly capable of making us feel small, belittling our own achievements and reminding us that we are inconsequential. At the same time, the inner critic is also a function of our own self talk—the standards and expectations that we have set for ourselves to be considered worthy.

		The important thing is to recognize the beliefs that have become part of the inner critic. The idea is to not blame parents, caregivers, and peers but to learn how to work towards substituting those beliefs and be kind to ourselves.

		Our inner critic is deeply linked to our anxiety because it makes us feel like we are never in control. It also chooses to focus on parts of our life where we are still struggling. The cognitive distortions of labelling and mislabelling (see p. 54) come to play when we are distressed by our inner critic’s dialogue.

		What it takes to deal with our inner critic is an attitude of mindfulness and self-compassion. Both these words are used often in our contemporary narrative of mental health, but it is this slow process that can help us learn how to quieten our inner critic.

		

		How to recognize your inner critic

		

		Pay attention to this inner voice. Every time you struggle with a difficulty, or as stuck in a situation, become aware of how and when this voice creeps into your thoughts. Learn to recognize its tone. For e.g., the inner critic could be telling you things like, ‘You are not going to get better’ or ‘What’s the point of trying, nothing works out eventually.’

		Become aware of the words that announce the inner critic, or those used repeatedly. They will sound like: ‘You will never be able to succeed’ or ‘You have always been a loser’. The more mindful you become of when the inner voice shows up and how it works, the more you will be able to recognize when and how you need to be self-compassionate.

		

		Most ‘musts’ and ‘shoulds’ that we struggle with are often passed down to us from our parents and learnt through observation or conditioning. Ask yourself: Is there a caregiver, parent or teacher that the inner voice’s tone and words remind you of? If yes, then it may be important for you to engage in personal work in therapy to uncover the impact it has had on you.

		

		Building self-compassion

		Identifying that voice is the first step towards silencing your inner critic. What needs to follow is a conscious choice to develop self-compassion or kindness towards one’s self. Research has shown that our anxiety levels are lowered as we begin to pay greater attention to ourselves.

		Self-compassion has become a buzzword today, but it’s not that easy to develop. To be kind to ourselves, we need to acknowledge our limitations and inadequacies, and choose to be gentle with ourselves in moments where we think we made mistakes or an error in judgement.

		The secret is that all of us have the potential to be kind to ourselves. The process of learning to do this involves being mindful of how we talk to ourselves versus how we engage with others. Research has shown that most people find it easy to be kind to others but very hard to be generous or forgiving of themselves.

		As psychologist and author Kristin Neff writes in her book Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself, ‘Most importantly, having compassion for yourself means that you honor and accept your humaneness’⁶³.

		As we begin to work towards this, we learn to label ourselves less and as a result also learn to be less harsh with ourselves.

		These tools can help you build self-compassion in your life.

		

		One of the questions I often ask clients is whether they talk to themselves in the same way that they talk to their family and close friends. Research has shown that people are generally far more compassionate towards others as compared to themselves. In her work, Neff suggests an exercise where she asks people to write a letter to themselves from the perspective of an unconditionally loving, imaginary friend. Personally, I have found this exercise very powerful, and the clients I have worked with have felt the same. If you are struggling or are overwhelmed with powerful feelings about yourself, this exercise can go a long way towards building an attitude of self-kindness.

		In her book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, Stanford-based psychologist Carol Dweck talks about the growth and fixed mindset (see p. 136). Having a fixed mindset would mean we believe our talents, abilities and intelligence are fixed; a growth mindset believes all of these can be worked upon through effort.

		Developing a growth mindset allows you to be kinder to yourself, to see your mistakes and learn from them. People with a fixed mindset can be very critical of themselves, and this leaves them vulnerable to anxiety and self-doubt.

		Embrace your strengths. When I ask clients to list their strengths, people always struggle to come up with traits. The process of developing self-compassion involves acknowledging the challenges that we have dealt with and embracing the strength we have shown despite being in difficult times. This is not an exercise in boastfulness—the purpose is to be cognizant of our life journey and learning to be gentle with ourselves.

		

		No matter how old or young you are, it’s never too late to start your journey towards self-compassion. Maybe start today.
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			How to Help Others with their Anxiety
		

		

		WHILE the book focuses on how you can identify anxiety triggers and manage your mental health, this chapter looks at how you can be a support to someone who may be experiencing anxiety.

		All of us have been in a position where we are a caregiver to someone. Whether you are a parent, adult child, sibling, friend, roommate, teacher or even a boss—there is a window for you to support a loved one who may be struggling with anxiety.

		One of the questions, I’m most often asked is how can I, as a caregiver, work and help others struggling with anxiety?

		Let’s begin by describing what ‘help’ can look like:

		

		It can be in the form of physical presence

		Sometimes, it means emotional presence, understanding and listening to another’s narrative

		At other times, it can be in the context of helping the person find a referral.

		

		Ultimately the goal of any helping behaviour is to facilitate the process in such a way that people can help themselves.

		Here are eight ways in which you can help someone struggling with anxiety:

		

		Learn about anxiety and its manifestations. One of the most difficult areas family members and caregivers struggle with is identifying symptoms of anxiety. It’s hard for caregivers to fathom that moderate to high levels of anxiety can come in the way of people’s functioning and even their well-being. What really helps is reading and learning about the various ways in which anxiety manifests.

		Recognize the symptoms. At times, a person who is struggling with anxiety may be unaware of what’s happening to them or even underestimating the impact of their symptoms. In such instances, recognizing the symptoms is the best way to begin the process of support. What is crucial is learning how to position or direct the conversation; you need to approach the topic when the person struggling appears receptive. The key is to not preach but engage in dialogue. Provide resources for them to read and pose it as a question instead of announcing that you think they struggle with anxiety or may have a mental health condition. Allow the other person some personal time to assimilate their thoughts and you may find they are willing to work on their issues.

		Don’t dismiss or trivialize their symptoms. Anxiety can seem invisible, more so if you are high functional or when people consciously try to mask it. As someone providing support, it’s important that you don’t underplay or trivialize the anxiety, frequency of panic attacks or the social anxiety that accompanies it. Telling people, ‘It’s in your head’ or ‘You need to snap out of it’ never helps. Learn to acknowledge that dealing with anxiety takes time and it can be very overwhelming for the person struggling with it.

		Offer support in a way that works for others. One of the key features of anxiety is that when people struggle with it, they don’t feel like talking about what’s happening to them. If someone is having a panic attack or feeling uneasy, check with them if you can do something to help them. Respect what they say. Some people are uncomfortable with any physical touch, even when they are amidst a panic attack. Listen to them and offer support in a way that works for them.

		Offer resources. Provide numbers for a helpline or qualified mental health professionals and offer to go with them for their first appointment. A person in an anxiety spiral may not have the bandwidth to look around for professional help, so this type of support is a big help.

		Acknowledge that you may not be able to fully understand. You may not be able to comprehend the symptoms of anxiety or panic attack, but you must trust that the other person knows what symptoms they are experiencing. Offer validation, understanding and an emotional presence which is healing.

		Have a code word. Often when people are not feeling well, and really struggling to speak, it helps to have a code word that clearly means you need help. This is a technique that I use extensively in relation to couples, people who struggle with suicidal feelings and also to do with anxiety, to be used by people are in the midst of a full-blown panic attack. Texting that word which both you and the person struggling with anxiety has identified can sometimes make it easy for the person to reach out. People who are struggling are often unable to pick up the phone and explain what is happening to them.

		Self-care. If you’re on a plane that’s in trouble, you need to fasten that oxygen mask for yourself first and then turn to help others. Similarly, as a caregiver, it’s most important to learn to take care of your own needs before you extend support to another person.

		


		
			Notes
		

		

		1. Age of Anxiety

		

		1Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer, Studies in Hysteria , first published in 1895.

		

		2. What’s Normal Anxiety and What’s Not

		

		2Excessive fear or worry about separation from home or an attachment figure.

		3Existential therapists believe all problems can be understood in relation to four themes—death, meaninglessness, isolation and freedom.

		4The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) is the handbook used by health care professionals as the authoritative guide for the diagnosis of mental disorders.

		5Virginia Alcott Sadock and Benjamin James Sadock, Kaplan and Sadock’s Synopsis of Psychiatry: Behavioral Sciences / Clinical Psychiatry (Lippincott Williams and Wilkins,1991).

		

		3. High Functioning Anxiety

		

		6Alicia Clark, Hack Your Anxiety: How to Make Anxiety Work for You in Life, Love, and All That You Do (Sourcebooks Inc, 2018).

		

		4. Anxiety and the Brain

		

		7Triggers are anything that remind someone of previous trauma. To be triggered is to have an intense emotional or physical reaction, such as a panic attack, after encountering a trigger. (Source: https://www.dictionary.com/e/slang/triggered/ ).

		8Levi Gadye, ‘What Part of the Brain Deals with Anxiety? What Can Brains Affected by Anxiety Tell Us?’, 29 June 2018, Brainfacts.org.

		9The limbic system is an area of the brain; the autonomic nervous system is a division of the peripheral nervous system.

		
			10 National Institute of Mental Health, ‘Anxiety Disorders’, ( https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/anxiety-disorders/index.shtml#part_145333 ).
		

		

		5. Thinking Anxious Thoughts

		

		
			11 S Nolen-Hoeksema, ‘Responses to depression and their effects on the duration of depressive episodes’ ( Journal of Abnormal Psychology , 1991).
		

		
			12 A form of psychotherapy that focuses on modifying dysfunctional emotions, behaviours and thoughts by interrogating and uprooting negative or irrational beliefs. (Source: Psychology Today ).
		

		
			13 Dr David Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy (William Morrow and Company, 1980).
		

		

		6. Investigating Irrational Beliefs

		

		
			14 Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) is a short-term form of psychotherapy that helps you identify self-defeating thoughts and feelings, challenge the rationality of those feelings, and replace them with healthier, more productive beliefs. (Source: Psychology Today )
		

		
			15 Robert Epstein, ‘The Prince of Reason’, 1 January 2001, Psychology Today .
		

		
			16 Positive Psychology is a school of thought that studies qualities, virtues and character strengths that help us understand what makes human beings thrive in their life.
		

		

		7. Am I Having A Panic Attack?

		

		
			17 APA Dictionary of Psychology (Source: http://dictionary.apa.org/panic-attack ).
		

		
			18 The ongoing internal conversation we have with ourselves, which influences how we feel and behave.
		

		

		8. Work, Work, Work

		

		
			19 An American journalist and an expert on aging, Carol Abaya invented the term ‘sandwich generation’ for people in their thirties or forties who take care of their children and ageing parents.
		

		
			20 Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead, Brene Brown, Penguin Life (2015).
		

		

		9. Taking a Mental Health Sabbatical

		

		
			21 WHO, ‘Burn-out an “Occupational Phenomenon”: International Classification of Diseases,’ 28 May 2019, ( https://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/burn-out/en/ ).
		

		
			22 When faced with multiple choices, a lot of people struggle to make decisions as they find it overwhelming to choose amongst various options.
		

		

		10. Too Wired and Too Tired

		

		
			23 We Are Social and Hootsuite, ‘Global Digital Reports 2019’, ( https://wearesocial.com/global-digital-report-2019 ).
		

		
			24 VIVO-CMR Study, ‘Average Indian spends over 1800 hours a year on their smartphone’, ( http://cmrindia.com/vivo-cmr-study-average-indian-spends-over-1800-hours-a-year-on-their-smartphone/ ).
		

		
			25 Dscout, ‘Mobile Touches: Dscout’s Inaugural Study on Humans and Their Tech’, 2016, ( https://blog.dscout.com/hubfs/downloads/dscout_mobile_touches_study_2016.pdf ).
		

		
			26 Kermit Pattison, ‘Worker, Interrupted: The Cost of Task Switching’, Fast Company, 28 July 2008 .
		

		
			27 Gallup Business Journal, ‘Too Many Interruptions at Work?’, 8 June 2006, ( https://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/23146/too-many-interruptions-work.aspx ).
		

		
			28 Floor Kroese, Dennis Ridder, Catherine Evans and Marieke Adriaanse; ‘Bedtime Procrastination: Introducing a New Area of Procrastination’, Frontiers in Psychology, 2014.
		

		
			29 Disconnect anxiety is a feeling of discomfort that occurs when a compulsive internet user is unable to access the online world. (Source: https://www.techopedia.com/definition/23378/disconnect-anxiety ).
		

		

		11. Social Media Is Fuelling Your Anxiety

		

		
			30 Erik Qualman, Socialnomics: How Social Media Transforms the Way We Live and Do Business (Wiley, 2012).
		

		
			31 Russell Poldrack, ‘Multitasking: The Brain Seeks Novelty’, Huffington Post, 18 March 2010.
		

		
			32 Krasnova, Hanna & Wenninger, Helena & Widjaja, Thomas & Buxmann, Peter, ‘Envy on Facebook: A Hidden Threat to Users’ Life Satisfaction?’ 2013, International Conference on Wirtschaftsinformatik (WI) / Business Information Systems.
		

		

		12. The Anxious Generation

		

		
			33 Neil Howe, ‘Generation Snowflake: Really?’ 17 April 2017, Forbes .
		

		
			34 Millennials or Generation Y are born between 1981 and 1996, spanning ages 24 to 39 in 2020.
		

		
			35 A derogatory term for millennials that implies they have an inflated sense of uniqueness, an unwarranted sense of entitlement and are overly emotional, and easily offended.
		

		
			36 Carol S. Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (Random House, 2006).
		

		
			37 Anne Helen Petersen, ‘How the Millennials became the Burnout Generation’, 5 January 2019, BuzzFeed ( https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/annehelenpetersen/millennials-burnout-generation-debt-work ).
		

		
			38 Dopamine is a hormone in our body which is associated with our sense of pleasure.
		

		
			39 https://hurryslowly.co/anne-helen/
		

		
			40 Rosie Spinks, ‘Now that we’ve admitted we have “errand paralysis,” how do we cure it?’, Quartz, 16 February 2019 ( https://qz.com/quartzy/1549452/how-to-beat-errand-paralysis-and-be-better-at-life-admin/ ).
		

		
			41 David D. Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy (William Morrow and Company,1980).
		

		
			42 Flexible, temporary or freelance jobs.
		

		
			43 Anne Helen Petersen, ‘How the Millennials became the Burnout Generation’, 5 January 2019, BuzzFeed ( https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/annehelenpetersen/millennials-burnout-generation-debt-work ).
		

		
			44 Loosely, Gen Z are people born between 1995 and 2010.
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			45 Brené Brown, Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the Courage to Stand Alone (Random House, 2017).
		

		
			46 Helen Fisher, ‘Has Online Dating Changed the Way We Love Each Other?’, Big Think, 19 July 2016.
		

		
			47 Sonali Gupta, ‘The knotty idea of ‘forever’: It can wait’, Mumbai Mirror, 3 December 2018.
		

		
			48 Namita Bhandare, ‘All the single women’, Mint, 5 April 2017 .
		

		

		14. Connected Yet Disconnected

		

		
			49 Rina Raphael, ‘Netflix CEO Reed Hastings: Sleep is Our Competition’, Fast Company, 6 November 2017.
		

		

		15. Social Anxiety is Real

		

		
			50 Dr Ellen Hendriksen, How to Be Yourself: Quiet Your Inner Critic and Rise Above Social Anxiety, (St. Martin's Press, 2018).
		

		
			51 Angela Chen, ‘A Psychologist Explains How to Beat Social Anxiety’, The Verge, 21 March 2018.
		

		
			52 Dr Ellen Hendriksen, How to Be Yourself: Quiet Your Inner Critic and Rise Above Social Anxiety, (St. Martin's Press, 2018).
		

		
			53 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) is the handbook used by health care professionals as the authoritative guide for the diagnosis of mental disorders.
		

		

		17. Pause Rituals

		

		
			54 Julia Cameron, The Artist's Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity (first published in 1992).
		

		
			55 Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (first published in 1946)
		

		
			56 Joanna Greenberg, I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (Holt McDougal, 1964).
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			59 A Hindi word that means ‘paying attention to your natural breath’, Prandharna is an exercise very commonly used in yoga practice.
		

		
			60 Written in 1350 by Nath Yogi Swatmarama, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika is one of the four most important classical texts on Yoga philosophy.
		

		
			61 The autonomic nervous system is responsible for regulating involuntary body functions, such as heartbeat, blood flow, breathing. and digestion. It has two divisions—sympathetic and parasympathetic.
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