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Managing Panic and Anxiety Disorders


It has been estimated that one in 20 people suffer from an anxiety disorder and most do not seek treatment. It has been reported that one in ten persons referred for a mental health consultation are diagnosed with Panic Disorder. The prevalence of anxiety disorders in the general community is probably somewhere between two to 10 percent. The cost to individuals, relationships, families and industry in terms of broken relationships, lost hours of work, and loss of quality of life is extremely large. 
What are the symptoms of panic/anxiety disorder?

Common symptoms of panic or anxiety disorder are: numbness or tingling, feeling: hot, wobbly in legs, unable to relax, dizzy or lightheaded, unsteady, terrified, nervous, shaky, scared, faint; or fearing: the worst happening, dying, losing control, having heart pounding or racing, face flushed, indigestion or discomfort in abdomen, or sweating (not due to heat).If you experience any of the above symptoms you may have an anxiety disorder.

What is an anxiety disorder?
The American Psychiatric Association group anxiety disorders as: panic disorder with/without agoraphobia, agoraphobia without a history of panic disorder, specific phobia, social phobia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, acute stress disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and three types of anxiety disorder – anxiety disorder due to a general medical condition,
substance induced anxiety disorder, and anxiety disorder not otherwise specified
.

What is a panic attack?
Specifically a panic attack is defined as a discrete period in which
 there is the sudden onset of intense apprehension, fearfulness, or terror, often associated with feelings of impending doom. During these attacks, symptoms such as shortness of breath, palpitations, chest pain or discomfort, choking or smothering sensations, and fear of “going crazy”, or losing control are present
.

What causes anxiety disorders?


There are many theories at to what causes anxiety disorders. Some researchers
 suggest that a high level of anxiety; coupled with intense, unpredictable, uncontrollable physical and psychological changes; with attendant catastrophic thoughts are the ingredients for panic/anxiety disorder. What is clear is that there is not agreement about the exact causes of anxiety disorders. The most common theories are:

· The behavioural theories – which suggest that the anxiety disorders are learned behaviours and if we can unlearn, or learn new behaviours or ways of thinking our panic and anxiety would lessen.

· The biological model – which presupposes a chemical imbalance in the brain that needs to be righted.

· The psychodynamic theory – which looks at causes related to childhood incidents in our life.

Understanding Anxiety Disorders

Firstly, have a full medical check-up to ensure that the symptoms you experience are those of panic and anxiety, and not of other medical problems. Be guided by your doctor and do not dismiss her diagnosis of an anxiety disorder. Acceptance is the beginning of the healing process. Secondly, be aware that symptoms of anxiety disorders may arise for no apparent reason.

Bronwyn Fox
 in her book “Working Through Panic” suggests we look at   anxiety symptoms under five different categories to enable us to understand the disorder and manage the symptoms more effectively. Her grouping of symptoms is:

Category 1.  The fight-or-flight response 
When faced with what we perceive to be a dangerous or threatening situation our 
body responds in a specific and common way. You may begin to perspire, your heart race, breathing rate increase, and your blood flow is diverted into the major muscles to ready them for action. The threat of danger is increased by your thinking about the threat, or thinking about your body’s reaction to the threat.


Category 2.  Hyperventilation or over-breathing 
When breathing rapidly the carbon dioxide level in the blood decreases and you experience this as numbness (pins and needles), or feeling faint or dizzy. If you are unaware of what is happening you get caught in the “here-we-go again” cycle of   fear instead of recognizing that your breathing is causing the difficulty. 

Category 3.  Muscle tension. As the blood flows to the major muscles of the body you may experience muscular tension or pain in the jaw, shoulder and neck areas.

Category 4.  Dissociation
When you dissociate you are in an altered state of consciousness, or a trance state. Dissociation could be likened to daydreaming or just being “spacing out”. Derealisation – an alteration in your perception or experience of the external world so that it seems strange or unreal (e.g. as looking through a veil), or depersonalization – an alteration in the perception or experience of the self so that you feel detached from, and as if you were an outside observer of, one’s mental processes or body (e.g. feeling like you are in a dream, or ‘out of one’s body’) may be experienced. For some anxiety sufferers it is the experience of the dissociative symptoms that cause panic.

Category 5.  The effects. Loss of concentration, sleeping difficulties leading to exhaustion, feeling faint as a result of not eating and depression are some common effects of the battle with anxiety disorders.
Other Stressors Possibly Inducing Anxiety are…

· Stressful life events

Life is stressful. Some events in life (stressors) may cause us to make changes. Stressors may be positive events (marriage, job promotion, birth of child) or negative events (death of loved one, unemployment, poor health). Our relationships with others (a psychosocial stressor) and not physical stressors (pregnancy, drug abuse) are a common cause of panic attacks. For some, the unresolved problems of the past continue to reduce their ability to cope and change in the present. Ultimately, a small increase in our stress level can causes a disproportionate increase in anxiety and the familiar panic symptoms return. Others tend to avoid rather than resolve 
difficulties and problems, either long standing or current. Avoidance comes at a great cost to personal health. Without recognition of the underlying causes of anxiety there will only be misattribution (mistaken explanation) of what is really occurring.
· Genetic disposition
An individual with a family history of anxiety disorders is at greater risk of exhibiting an anxiety disorder.
· Dependence and low self-confidence
If you were brought up in an environment where the message received was that you couldn’t cope, or that you needed to be protected at all time; or where your emotional needs were neglected, it is likely these “messages” were carried through into adulthood. Believing you are dependent upon others may make you more susceptible to a panic attack.
Others have learned to avoid expressing or dealing openly with their emotions. They avoid conflict and become “people pleasers”, pleasing others but never pleasing themselves. They waver between being submissive and being aggressive, never having learned to be assertive and able to express ourselves in an appropriate empowering way. Hand-in-hand with submissiveness goes low self-esteem and low self-confidence. The result of this world view is worry and anxiety about 
whether you can cope with life’s challenges or even life itself. The more you are able to deal with life’s set-backs and difficulties the less anxious you will be, and the greater your resilience to developing panic disorders.
· The past
The past whether it be an emotional need, unresolved conflict or hurtful memories can be the trigger for a panic attack. If you have not faced past issues you will be unable to recognise the link between the past, and the present panic attack. For example, whilst out shopping the sight of a group of boys triggered a panic attack, but the under-lying issue of being bullied at school years ago had never been addressed, and so the panic attack appears to come “out of the blue”. The past with its baggage will need to be addressed so you can live less anxiously in the present.
5 Strategies for Managing Panic and Anxiety
Strategy 1.  Meditation
There are various schools and types of meditation. The meditation that is helpful in the management of anxiety disorders is the practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness is the practice whereby a person is intentionally aware of his or her thoughts and actions in the present moment, non-judgmentally
. Such a technique enables us to become aware of the mind’s usual commentary. With the awareness of our automatic thinking processes there is the realization we can control our thinking. Any activity done mindfully is an act of meditation.
When we meditate it is normal for our focus to shift or change and we find we are thinking and not meditating. By simply bringing our focus back to the word, or breath, or image we are working with and gently letting our thoughts go we will be meditating again. The repetition of this process of focusing, losing the focus, and recovering of the focus is meditation.
Three different meditation techniques you may wish to practice are a word technique, a breathing technique, and an image technique. The use of these techniques will allow you to control your thoughts, stay focussed, and meditate.
· Word technique. This technique involves the silent repetition of a word or mantra upon which you focus your mind. Many who meditate use a single word (‘still’, ‘Jesus’, ‘love’) or a mantra (‘Om’).
· Breathing technique. Simply become aware of the sensations of your breath as you inhale and as you exhale. You may find it more helpful to count each breath for up to five breaths, and then begin to count again one to five. Focus on your breathing.
· Image or visualization technique. We live in a visual world so mentally imagine yourself relaxing at the beach or in the mountains. Hold that image and the sense of relaxation and peace. You may wish to simply focus on a plant or flower in your kitchen if your last holiday wasn’t peaceful.
Strategy 2.  Relaxation 
There are many different methods of relaxation; we will only consider progressive muscular relaxation and isometric exercise.
· Progressive Muscular Relaxation

Progressive muscular relaxation involves the progressive tensing of the muscles, holding the muscle tension (for a count of say seven seconds), releasing the tension, feeling the tension drain away, and then repeating the same procedure five times before working with other muscles. One common method is to begin by relaxing the head muscles, and then   progressively relax all the muscle groups of the body, ending with the relaxation of the feet muscles. 
· Isometric Exercise
Isometric exercises are quick and easy to do with the advantage that no one 
need know you are exercising. They can be done anywhere – sitting, lying, or standing. They involve either your muscles working against each other or 
you pushing or pulling against something immoveable.
An example of an abdominal muscle exercise is:

1. Stand or sit upright.

2. Breathe in and as you do so pull in your stomach.

3. Keep your stomach tense and held in place.

4. Contract the abdominal muscles as hard as you can.

5. Breathe out making an “ssssss” sound for seven seconds.

6. Once finished keep the stomach tight and repeat 10 times.

7. Do not relax the stomach until you have completely finished all 10 repetitions.

Strategy 3.  Respiratory Retraining

When anxious your breathing reflects your inner state. Many panic attacks are due to hyperventilation or over-breathing which occurs when you are breathing more than your body’s metabolism requires. When you hyperventilate the carbon dioxide level in your blood falls and at the same time the oxygen level rises. With the fall in carbon dioxide level many unpleasant symptoms are experienced beginning with light-headedness, palpitations, fear of having a heart attack, or even of dying. The lower the carbon dioxide levels in your blood the greater your inability to cope with panic symptoms. When your anxiety is high your breathing rate increases dramatically. 
To gain control we need to breathe only 10-14 shallow breaths per minute, say one breath every 5 seconds. This technique can be easily learned with practice. Many who suffer from anxiety symptoms are breathing too quickly, too deeply, irregularly, and sighing or yawning too much. Abnormal breathing lowers the carbon dioxide level and brings on anxiety symptoms. Learn to breathe in lightly and slowly through your nose and exhale through your mouth at the rate of one breath every 5 seconds.  
Strategy 4.  Positive Thinking

It is not helpful to dwell on the negative or bad experiences of life. Anxiety and panic sufferers make common thinking errors such as catastrophising - imagining the worst outcome, predicting the future - by jumping from the here-and-now to some sure and certain catastrophic future, over generalizing -it happened once so it will happen again, all-or-nothing thinking - seeing thing in absolute terms such as either good or bad with no shades of grey, and emotional reasoning - confusing emotions and feelings with facts. 

So, how do you learn to think more positively? You challenge your negative thinking, go on the attack, and give your thoughts a hard time. Ask the following questions: 

“What evidence do I have that _________?”

 
“How likely is it that _____________ will happen?”

 
“Is there a less destructive way to look at this?” 

“What good will it do me to dwell on ___________?”


“What are the implications of my belief about _______?”
We dispute our negative thoughts by looking at the evidence, alternatives, implications and usefulness of our current thinking and finding other more useful explanations about what took place and why.
It is certainly true that if you focus on the negatives then you will see negatives. Try to focus on the positives, in fact find the positives in your situation. Realistic positive thinking involves assessing what is happening to you and having a plan to achieve the outcome you desire. Begin now to practice thinking about what you want, and not what you fear. 
Strategy 5.  Increased Self-Esteem

The mere fact of having a panic attack, with the fear and embarrassment involved plus the comments from others can easily undermine your self worth and self-esteem. In fact some who have suffered panic/anxiety for years have low self-esteem and believe they cannot cope, or are to blame for their condition, or are trying to live up to standards set by themselves or other which are impossible to reach or maintain. For most, the seeds of low self-esteem were sown in childhood with the internalizing of the destructive words and opinions of others addressed to them. An increase in your self-worth and confidence will help you cope on a daily basis in a more positive way with anxiety disorders. You can increase your self esteem by:
· Improving your communication skills – learn to listen and present your point of view. Buy a course off the internet or do some reading and then practice.
· Increasing your confidence – take a small step in unfamiliar territory, and then praise yourself. Be the first to speak at the staff meeting, or learn to say ‘no’ to those whom you always say ‘yes’ to at home. 
·  Learning to deal with criticism – if the criticism isn’t valid don’t take it to heart. Reject it. If it is valid put the suggestions into effect.
· Challenging negative beliefs about you – don’t accept the negative beliefs as being true.
· Taking small risks and making small improvements – easy does it is the rule here. Be kind with yourself.
· Dwelling on your achievements and successes – take time to list them on paper and look at the list frequently.
· Changing your behaviour – one small step at a time. 
The Way Ahead
The way ahead begins with self-care, of being selfish enough to care for you. Be kind, lavish care on yourself. Remember that there is no magic wand, or brilliant therapist, or overnight cure for panic and the anxiety disorders. Accept that you have an anxiety disorder and begin to confront your fears, anxiety and panic. Things will change when you determine to be “sick and tired of being sick and tired of being controlled by an anxiety disorder”. Practice some of the strategies suggested and see if they do not make a difference. 
With the help and support of your medical doctor, psychologist, counsellor, or family you can have a successful treatment program for your anxiety disorder. You can learn to manage your psychological health. I have faith in you. 
______________________________________________________
DISCLAIMER AND PRECAUTIONS
This book contains general information only, and does not take into account the circumstances of any particular person or any changes in knowledge or treatment which may develop. Each person should consult a suitably qualified adviser before relying on or acting on any information or opinion in this booklet.
________________________________________________________________
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