Anxiety
Managing anxiety
Experiencing and living with anxiety can be very difficult, but there are tools and strategies that may help.
· Look after your physical health – make sure you are getting enough sleep and eating a balanced diet. Exercise also makes a big difference to our mood, improves sleep and reduces stress.
· Take some time out – try mindfulness, meditation, reading, going for a walk or listening to a podcast/music. Breaks are just as important as time spent working, otherwise we burn out.
· Focus on your breathing – Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth, focus on the breaths you are taking. Count to 4 on inhale and again on exhale. Do this as long as you need to.
· Talking to someone you trust about what is making you anxious may help. If you can’t speak to someone close to you, Student Services and your Personal Achievement Tutor are here to support. Samaritans and Shout also have someone available to speak to by text or phone 24/7.
· Have a positive word with yourself! Keep a record of your thoughts or the things you are worried about to find out what you are thinking and when. Question negative thoughts and consider positive or neutral alternatives...

Introduction
Anxiety is a normal part of life. It affects us all to varying degrees and we all experience feelings of anxiety at some point in our lives. For example, we may feel anxious about an exam, job interview, or approaching hand-in date. Feeling anxious is perfectly normal. Sometimes the thoughts and feelings associated with anxiety can be used positively to motivate us into action. However, when the frequency and severity of anxiety becomes extreme and very difficult to manage, this can negatively impact on our lives and we could be said to be ‘suffering with anxiety’; sometimes this may be given a clinical label where it is known as Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD) if the symptoms persist more days than not for at least six months. With such a condition feelings of anxiety are more constant and often affect daily life significantly.
Whereas stress may come and go as the external factors causing it change (be it a work, relationship or academic issues, etc.) anxiety is something that can persist even when external factors seem calm.
When we struggle to manage our anxious feelings we tend to imagine that things in life are worse than they really are (catastrophizing) and this can prevent us from confronting our fears. What is important is the recognition that anxiety is normal. It has a neurobiological origin formed in our early childhood development, perhaps when we were distressed by separation from our figure of security (often a parent). As adults it can be experienced as a response to trauma. Human evolution equipped us with an internal alarm system designed to protect us from danger. This system would make us hyper-alert by giving us a boost of adrenaline that would increase the heart rate and boost the amount of oxygen going to our limbs so we were better able to fight or run from danger. This is known as the “fight or flight” response. The “butterflies in the stomach” feeling that many associate with anxiety is this mechanism kicking in, but instead of being used to avoid immediate danger, it is often wrongly and inappropriately activated in a person during normal, everyday situations when stress or anxiety has built up, often unknowingly.
Sometimes there is an identifiable cause for anxiety; a traumatic incident, lots of cumulative stressors or a significant life event (e.g. a bereavement or serious illness). However, sometimes there doesn’t appear to be an identifiable cause for anxiety and this itself can cause distress. One way of thinking about anxiety is to imagine shaking a can of fizzy pop. If we keep experiencing stressors (or continually shaking the can), over time it will need to release. This can be a good way of looking at anxiety as it explains why sometimes it can seem to come out of the blue with no significant trigger. However, what has happened is that the trigger was just a very small stressor but collectively they join to make the drink explode.
Symptoms of anxiety
Symptoms are often a combination of physical, psychological and behavioural indicators.
Common physical symptoms of anxiety are: 
· Increased heart rate
· Increased muscle tension
· A tingling sensation in the hands and feet
· Hyperventilation (over breathing)
· Dizziness
· Difficulty in breathing/shortness of breath
· Feeling sick
· Tightness in the stomach/butterflies
· Headaches
· Increased perspiration
· Dry mouth
· Shaking
· Palpitations
Common psychological symptoms (or thoughts we experience during periods of anxiety) are:
· Thinking that you may lose control
· Feeling keyed up/on edge
· Ruminating – going over and over the same thoughts
· Thinking that you may have a heart attack or faint
· An acute sense that people are looking at you and observing your anxiety
· Feeling detached from your environment and the people around you
· Wanting to run away/escape from the situation
· Feeling edgy and hypersensitive to embarrassment/shame
Behavioural Responses
Most commonly, we respond to anxiety by trying to avoid its cause, as this brings the most immediate relief and sense of security. This isn’t always possible and is only a short term solution. This means that whilst it may seem like avoidance is the best thing to do at the time, you never get to find out whether your fear about the situation and what might happen is actually true.
· Avoidance
· Excessive checking
· Social distress
· Urge to escape uncomfortable situations
· Difficulty relaxing
Managing Anxiety
Although when we’re anxious it is tempting to reach for some immediate comfort – maybe by eating comfort food, drinking alcohol or putting off doing something (procrastinating) and doing something less anxiety provoking instead, it is important to manage anxiety in as healthy a way as possible to combat it. Try to:
Exercise
Regular exercise will help combat stress and release tension. It also encourages your brain to release the chemical serotonin, which can improve your mood.
Aim to do at least 15 minutes of moderate exercise every day. Going for a brisk walk is a good example, or jumping on the spot for a high intensity shake out of tension and anxiety.
Relaxation
As well as getting regular exercise, learning how to relax is important. You may find relaxation and breathing exercises helpful, or you may prefer activities such as meditation, Yoga or Pilates to help you unwind.
Diet
Changing your diet may help ease your symptoms. Too much caffeine can make you more anxious than normal. This is because caffeine can disrupt your sleep and also speed up your heart rate. If you are tired, you are less likely to be able to manage your anxious feelings.
Smoking and drinking
Smoking and alcohol have been shown to make feelings of anxiety worse. Drink alcohol in moderation and, if you smoke, try to give up. You can get free help giving up smoking from the NHS.
Counselling
The very process of naming your anxiety and exploring its symptoms, roots and causes through talking or writing helps to relieve the symptoms. Communicating and being open acts as release and can empower you to understand what might be behind the cause of the anxiety. It can provide you with useful resources and coping strategies for managing anxiety.
Support
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Counselling Service is available for face-to-face counselling. Medical support can also be obtained through your GP.

