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ANXIETY 

 

 

 

Anxiety, in the right context, is a natural and very useful human emotion.  It is only when it 

occurs without purpose that it becomes a problem. 

  The Oxford English Dictionary defines anxiety as “A feeling of worry, nervousness or 

unease about something with an uncertain outcome” 

  When anxiety occurs as a result of experience, the brain sets down a template containing 

all the elements of the experience (sights, sounds, tastes, feelings, smells, colours, shapes).  

When you are then in another situation with one or more of the elements of the template 

present, your brain can ‘pattern match’ the current situation to the template from the 

original experience, and create an anxiety response in order to prevent you from 

experiencing the same thing again (more about this below).This unexpected feeling of 

anxiety can result in you feeling anxious and worried about similar future events.  In order 

to avoid that potential anxiety in a future situation, you may then use avoidance to stay 

feeling OK.  This can apply to any situation.  A common one is people who are asked to give 

a speech or presentation.  This can sometimes trigger a template, or memory in the brain 

from childhood, perhaps standing up in class and feeling less than confident when asked to 

answer a question.  The parts of the template being matched by imagining the future 

scenario of giving the speech or presentation could be: 

a.  Being looked at by a lot of people 

b.  Being the focus of attention in the room 

c.  Fear of getting it wrong 

  Sometimes you may feel anxious for no apparent reason.  You can’t identify the trigger, but 

you feel edgy and worried about the future in general.  Again, it is your powerful 
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imagination that is busy at work creating a future that has unwanted outcomes, and if left 

unaddressed the feeling of anxiety can lead to such high levels of avoidance that conditions 

such as agoraphobia may occur.  This doesn’t happen overnight, and the fact that you’re 

reading this page means that you know you don’t want to feel anxious any more, and you 

are going to do something about it right now! 

So what happens to your mind and body when those anxious thoughts creep in? 

Imagine this:  you’ve gone way back in time to when you were living in a cave (bear with me 

here!).  You hear a noise, and KNOW without doubt, that it signals danger – a wild animal on 

the lookout for lunch. You feel the surge of strength as your body immediately prepares for 

you to either run away or fight the animal, and as fighting wouldn’t necessarily result in your 

survival, you run.  This decision isn’t made based on rational thinking, it’s an instinctive 

response by the brain to ensure survival of the human race. Because of your body’s 

immediate response to your recognition of danger, you are able to run fast, with your focus 

pinpointed on getting to a place of safety.  You make it to a safer place, heart racing, 

shaking, but alive!  Your body has protected you by firing up the fight or flight response, 

giving you the strength to make a split second decision based on instinct.  The changes your 

body went through within seconds went unnoticed by you, because you were focused on 

getting away and ensuring your survival.   

Here’s what happened to your body during the seconds that followed you initially hearing 

the noise, the changes being created by the sympathetic nervous system: 

 Parts of your brain called the hypothalamus and the amygdala fired up the fight or 

flight response.  That part of your brain is the limbic system, or emotional centre, 

and has the task of monitoring stress and anxiety levels, in addition to ensuring your 

survival in the face of real danger. 

 Your adrenal glands (there are two of them, which sit on top of your kidneys) 

pumped out adrenaline and cortisol to ensure your strength levels were at optimum 

levels. 

 Your pupils dilated, enabling you to let in more light to see clearer. 

 Your peripheral vision was narrowed, because you only needed to see ahead. 

 Your heart pumped hard to move blood to your muscles, giving you the strength to 

run. 

 Your blood pressure increased. 

 Your rate of breathing became rapid as your body attempted to take in extra oxygen. 

 Your brain had less oxygen, as thinking and analysing weren’t needed, just an 

instinctive response. It was your physical strength that was needed. 

 Your digestion had shut down – not the time to think about food! 

 Your libido had come to a stop – not the best time to think about mating either! 
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 You were sweating as your body produced the excess internal energy needed to fuel 

your muscles. 

  Once you had reached safety, your body would have kick started the parasympathetic part 

of your nervous system, which is designed to bring balance back into the body’s systems.  Of 

course, in the cave man days, there was literally danger around every corner, so the body 

would never truly be calm and relaxed, as that would compromise survival of the human 

race! 

As you can see, the bodily responses in the scenario above were very useful indeed! 

You may well have recognised some of the above body changes as feelings and sensations 

that you experience during high anxiety, or a panic episode (I prefer to call panic attacks 

episodes, because no one is actually being attacked are they?). 

Let’s take it down to slow motion, and assume some of symptoms on the list of bodily 

responses happen when you’re in a supermarket. 

  You’re shopping, thinking about what to cook for dinner (fortunately there are no wild 

animals in the supermarket also looking for dinner).  You start to feel a bit edgy, but think 

that maybe it’s because you’re pushed for time, and feeling a bit stressed. You’ve got a lot 

going on at the moment, but you don’t remember feeling quite like this before! Once you 

get to the till, there seems to be a long queue because the woman at the front has dropped 

her purse and is busy trying to pick up her money.  You suddenly get a sense of feeling a bit 

light headed, followed by a feeling that you really need to be outside and safely in your car.  

The queue still isn’t moving, and now there are people behind you too.  You look around to 

check that you could make it to the door if you wanted to.  Then the internal dialogue starts. 

“What’s wrong with me? Why am I feeling like this?  I need to get out!  What if I faint?  

What will people think of me?  I can’t leave my shopping here, I need it for dinner, my 

stomach’s churning, what if I need the loo?  Where is the loo, just in case? I feel sick. I feel 

shaky. Please, just hurry up, I need to get out!!”   

  Anxiety while queuing in a supermarket is very common.  

  An overwhelming feeling of anxiety as outlined in the above scenario doesn’t usually come 

out of thin air.  It could be that in the days/weeks/hours before going to the supermarket 

you were feeling “stressed out” or worried about something else, or even several things, 

without really paying it much attention at the time of shopping.  Add to that the crowds, the 

waiting, the time pressures, maybe you felt a bit too warm, then comes the feeling of 

wanting to get out, and you have a heady mix for high anxiety and panic. 

  But where is the danger in the supermarket?  Can you think of any actual danger or 

potential danger in a supermarket where people go to every day – a place where you have 
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probably gone to hundreds of times? You know logically that there is no danger, and yet 

your body responded as if there was – why? 

  The answer is thoughts.  Your own thoughts to be exact!  If your brain is already feeling 

stressed or worried about one or several things, everyday situations can suddenly tip the 

balance, resulting in a feeling of high anxiety.  You may not have even realised you were 

anxious before you went to the supermarket, but if you had been feeling stressed for a 

while about a life situation, the supermarket trip could have added just enough anxiety to 

create the uncomfortable ( and irrational) thoughts, feelings and physical responses. 

  Your thoughts about perhaps feeling you need to get out of a situation is enough to trigger 

your hypothalamus and amygdala to initiate the fight or flight response, which then tells the 

adrenals to pump adrenaline and cortisol into your bloodstream to ensure you have the 

strength to run away or fight.  This response is actually called the “fight, flight or freeze 

response”, because if you think of a rabbit caught in headlights, it freezes – just as a human 

might in the face of real danger.  Just as in our caveman day’s scenario above, your body 

responded as if there was real and immediate danger creating a threat to your survival.  

  Panic episodes can also occur unexpectedly when you have already experienced high 

anxiety in a situation or place, and the brain matches elements of the current situation to 

the previous one.  For instance, if you feel anxious for the first time in a supermarket, you 

may then go to a cinema on a different day and feel an even higher level of anxiety, which 

triggers a panic episode.  Logically, there is no reason at all to feel panicky in a cinema 

where you’ve gone to enjoy a film, but logic comes from the conscious thought processes, 

and anxiety and panic are created by the subconscious, based on memory.   

 The elements that the brain sees as the same may be queuing, crowds, enclosed space, and 

checking where the exits are. When a full blown panic episode occurs, it’s because anxiety 

has reached its peak, and all of the bodily responses as listed in the caveman day’s scenario 

are magnified as they are experienced.  The feeling of panic can be overwhelming, but of 

course there is no actual danger, and nothing to run from or fight.  This results in the 

chemicals pumped out by the adrenals in response to the brain’s message of immediate 

danger remaining in the bloodstream.         

  People often report feeling completely detached from their surroundings during a panic 

episode, and this is due to a lack of oxygen to the brain, and also the fact that the peripheral 

vision shuts down.   

  The fight, flight or freeze response is initiated at a subconscious level, and it is important to 

remember that the subconscious does not differentiate between real and imagined threats 

to survival.  If you were in actual danger, the chemicals released would be used, but where 

there’s only imagined danger, the chemicals take some time to pass out of your body, 

leaving you feeling edgy, tired and unable to relax completely. 



5 | P a g e  

 

  Being in a constant state of feeling stressed and continually worrying about an imagined 

future can result in an ongoing state of high anxiety.  Whereas depression is caused by 

ruminating about past events, with an inability to imagine the future, anxiety is all about 

imagining outcomes in the future, usually with the worst case scenario being the focus. 

  Case Example: 

  Cassie, aged 46, initially came to me because she wanted help to lose weight.  She said she 

felt her body was preparing for the menopause, and she had been comfort eating to 

compensate for the fact that she was no longer an attractive woman.  To Cassie, the 

menopause was something of an unknown monster hiding in the cupboard, which would 

bring about horrendous changes to her body and looks, and render her completely 

unattractive to the opposite sex ( Cassie had been divorced for five years).  Cassie felt she no 

longer had anything to say to anyone that would be of any interest, and therefore she knew 

that people didn’t enjoy her company.  Because of this, she avoided going to social events, 

because she knew for sure that the invitation would only have been sent to her out of pity.  

Cassie’s day consisted of going to work in a busy office environment, going home and eating 

mindlessly in front of the TV.  She felt she wished the menopause would just come and get it 

over and done with, because she felt unattractive and sad anyway. 

  Cassie saw herself as fat, unattractive and boring, because that was her belief.  I saw 

before me someone who was bubbly, attractive and very smiley! 

  I asked Cassie what she wanted from hypnotherapy, and she said “to lose weight, and to 

feel attractive”.  I asked her if this was because of, or in spite of, the approaching 

menopause.  Cassie looked quite surprised by this question, and said if she felt attractive the 

menopause wouldn’t matter.  It didn’t take Cassie long to realise that her own thoughts had 

set up a conflict in her mind.  One part of her was telling her she was unattractive because 

of the approaching menopause, and so eating for comfort was all she had, and it didn’t 

matter if she put on weight – no one would want her anyway. Another part of Cassie’s mind 

really wanted to feel attractive, and to be in control of her choices, no matter what stage of 

life she was at.  The conflict resulted in anxiety levels that actually fuelled the conflict that 

fuelled more anxiety – vicious cycle! 

  Cassie’s anxiety levels diminished straight away when she realised her own thoughts had 

created the anxiety in the first place.  By the time she came for her next session, she had 

already thrown out all of the junk food in her kitchen, and replaced it with food she enjoyed, 

but was also nourishing and wouldn’t pile on the pounds.   

  We never worked at weight loss therapy, because there was no need.  It was the anxiety 

created by Cassie’s thoughts that had sparked the illusion that eating comfort food was all 

that was left in her life! 
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    Tip 1:  Be careful what you look for!  If you are constantly worrying about being anxious in 

a future situation, your brain will very obligingly respond by maintaining that anxiety as it is 

seen as a priority.  After all, if it’s all you’re thinking about, it must be very important (to the 

brain), and as such avoidance of the situation should be instigated if possible! Have you ever 

imagined phoning in sick with a migraine on a Monday morning in order to avoid a meeting 

that you feel anxious about?  It is very likely that if you were giving those thoughts a lot of 

attention, your brain would respond by creating a migraine on the Monday morning!  

Thoughts literally shape our personal reality.  In order not to think about something, you 

have to think of it first, (i.e. don’t think about a red rose right now!!). 

  The minute you find yourself worrying about a specific situation in the future, ask yourself 

“how is it dangerous?  Is it a threat to survival, or is my imagination believing itself?”  

Imagine your negative thoughts are salt in a timer.  Turn it upside down so that the opposite 

thoughts have space to come in.    

  Writing down your thoughts will help you to identify triggers, and even making small 

changes to known triggers can have a huge impact on anxiety. 

  Remember – you are in control of your thoughts – they don’t control you.  A thought is just 

a thought until you react to it by attaching emotions.  The fact that you can create such 

powerful feelings of anxiety when there is no danger present shows you have a very strong 

mind under your control. 

For help with anxiety, panic and emotional overeating, please contact me on confidence 

Lynda@hypnotherapysoutheast.co.uk  
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