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Praise for Hack Your Anxiety

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

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

president of Anxiety and Depression Association of America

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



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

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

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

2. To manage successfully

3. To gain access to a network or system






Introduction

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

—Viktor E. Frankl

«  Obsessingoveralow-grade worry thatkeepsyou distracted

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

« DPushing down anxious thoughts in whatever way possible,

wishing they would simply disappear

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

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

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

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

Do you have enough to eat?

Are you cold?

Do you need salt and pepper?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

day in my practice.

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

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

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

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

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

process, and utilize their experiences.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

exists within.

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

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

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

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

value and trust.



CHAPTER ONE

The Big Picture

“Reality is the leading cause of stress amongst those

in touch with it.”

—Jane Wagner'

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

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

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

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

nervousness, apprehension, one third of residents in the richest

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

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

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

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

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

each of our experiences as our

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

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

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

who are undiagnosed but who regularly experience significant



THE BIG PICTURE 3

anxiety, an increasingly common and prevalent feeling among
the population.

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

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

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

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

it interferes with their lives at least moderately.s

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

connection—and perhaps validation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of payment.

Political Anxiety

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

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

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

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

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

channel anxiety and gain a sense of control. But how we take in the



THE BIG PICTURE 11

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

to keep things in perspective.*

City Life

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

in cities in the future and that “by 2050, about 70 percent of the



12 HACK YOUR ANXIETY

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

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

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

our apartment door, the effect lingers.

How We Deal

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So how can we turn on the power of anxiety?



CHAPTER TWO

Waking Up to
Anxiety’s Purpose
and Power

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

—Baruch Spinoza'

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

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

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

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

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

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

waking up.
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Anxiety’s Message

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

even peace.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

First, they have to realize they are in control.

The Driver's Seat: On Control

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

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

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

decide that we can.

Spent Attention

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to, and our minds know it.
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The Monkey and the Green Banana: An
Invitation to Be Gentle

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

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

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

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

and grow our awareness. Harshly judging ourselves or trying



28 HACK YOUR ANXIETY

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

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

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

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

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

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

anything else.Three strategies to try:

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

strategy number one.There is strong research supporting

positive action yielding feelings of positivity. For example,

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

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

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

29



CHAPTER THREE

The Power
in Knowing

“Fear is wisdom in the face of danger.”

—Sherlock Holmes!

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

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

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

order to utilize it.

The Physical Experience of Anxiety

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to do with it.
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The Naming

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

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

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

as I do in my practice—as broadly as possible—to intentionally
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encompass all iterations of the synonyms of fear, stress, and worry
that apply. In order to delve deeper into our understanding of these
feelings, I will attempt to clarify those terms here:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Though Selye dealt with the

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

The dedication to his 1950
book Relief from Stress read:

“But most personally, this book

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

we hope, and because we care.

Faces of Anxiety

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

of our discomfort.

The Yell

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

she was privately a wreck. Cecilia worked as a communications

*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the rush of anxiety.

The Chatter

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

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

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

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

makes us afraid to take it on.

The Whisper

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

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

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

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

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

when the activity ends or the substance wears off.



44 HACK YOUR ANXIETY

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

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

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

been conceived and interpreted. We now turn to them.



CHAPTER FOUR

Anxiety through
Time and Place

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

—Carl Rogers'

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

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

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

time, place, and circumstances.

Ancient Wisdom

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

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

of anxiety.® This foreshadowed the beginning of a commonly

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

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

about, what is there to fear?” (Taylor, “Confucius and the Age of Anxiety.”)



ANXIETY THROUGH TIME AND PLACE 47

invoked theme in many Judeo-Christian religions: faith is the
antidote to fear, a concept that has been adopted by group likes
Alcoholics Anonymous and its outgrowths.

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

life of virtue that would bring happiness.

The Existentialists

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

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

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

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

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

Industrial Anxiety

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

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

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

first century.

William James

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

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

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

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

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

actions, we could alter our feelings:

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

of uncharitable feeling."*

James believed in the propulsive power of action to take over

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

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

something that excitingly is being proven by brain scientists today.

Darwin

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

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

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

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

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

weakened us.

Freud’s Riddle

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

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

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

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

is messy that way.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to progress and improvement.

Behaviorism

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

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

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

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

these thoughts and more on modifying their effects.

Cognitive Theory

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

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

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

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

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

Ionger necessary:

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

sources of information rather than closing them off*”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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