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YOUR BRAIN ON ANXIETY 
(AND WHAT YOU CAN AND CAN’T DO ABOUT IT) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Neema’s clear green eyes fill with tears as she talks about her struggle to satisfy the demands of 

her boss Brian. When her work doesn’t meet his expectations, which is often, Brian is quick to 

turn her efforts into a personal insult, saying, “You aren’t putting in the effort,” or “You should 

be doing these things this way to show me that you care.”  Instead of reacting or fighting back, 

Neema tries to do better, she pushes herself to work harder to please him. Most of the time 

though, her efforts aren’t good enough and then his criticism and personal insults pour over 

her.  

All day anxious thoughts thrash around in Neema’s head. She questions what she has done, 

what she needs to do and what is really going wrong. Her chest feels tight and banded; she is 

often breathless and feels nauseous. Many nights, at home and in bed, Neema cries 

uncontrollably, feeling scared and sad. She hates these anxious feelings and is afraid the panic 

will escalate and then she will lose control.  

Anxiety challenges us in a way that other problems don’t.  

When you get hit with anxiety, when you are consumed with worry, the normal thought 

processes you rely on to solve your problems are unavailable. You can’t think straight. Unlike 

other day to day problems, the intensity of anxiety and fear tend to block your efforts to 

resolve them.  If you cut your hand, you apply first-aid.  If you strain a muscle, you rest it or 

apply cold/hot packs.  When you’re anxious or afraid—flooded with frantic thoughts, 

palpations, sweaty hands, churning stomach, nausea, restlessness—what do you do?  

You respond to the reptilian programming of your brain. 

You become energized to fight or run for your life. You get angry or defensive. Maybe you avoid 

the person or circumstance that’s causing your anxiety. (But like Neema, you might not be able 

to.) You get super busy. You drink too much, become addicted to Facebook, shop constantly.  

You will pretty much do anything to escape anxiety because it is so uncomfortable and painful. 

Overwork, over exercise, go to the doctor for pills, sleep all day. Be with people, don’t be with 

people. Whatever it takes to numb the anxiety and quell the sensations of fear. You may also 

feel ashamed that you’re having fear or anxiety. Or believe that something’s wrong with you 

and try to hide these feelings from others. 
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Your brain isn’t crazy. It’s trying to make things better. 

Yes, you heard that right. Your brain is on your side. The painful and distressing experience of 

anxiety is actually trying to help you! Its single most important 24/7 goal is to keep you alive, 

which means to keep you safe. It generates feelings and thoughts of fear when it believes 

you’re in danger. These can be new circumstances or situations in the past that have been red 

flags for you.  

When I explain this to people—that their mind is constantly thinking of ways to protect them 

from scary challenges—I usually get a reaction somewhere between disbelief and surprise. 

Somehow it doesn’t seem to add up. How could the purpose of anxiety be to keep me safe 

when it’s what’s causing my distress?  

Understand your brain.  

I’m a psychologist. I spend my days helping people understand and work with their brain so that 

frightening feelings of anxiety don’t wreck their lives.  

Most of us are never taught the basic measures for dealing with anxiety and fear. And the good 

news is: it’s not rocket science. There are skills and simple techniques that can be easily learned 

to help you return your mind and body to a state of calm. So you feel like yourself again.  

If you’ve been stuck in a cycle of fear and anxiety for a long time, it may be hard to feel hope. 

Maybe you’ve tried medication, quit your job or changed partners, or developed other 

behaviors to get rid of or avoid the symptoms. But now you’re tired. You want—and you 

deserve—real relief. 

To begin with, there are two things I want you to know. 

First, you are OK.  

There is nothing wrong with you. Anxiety is normal and universal. It is your brain trying 

to protect you. However, when anxiety levels are high and fearful feelings interfere with 

your daily life, it’s time to make changes. 

Second, you are not powerless. 

A long-standing pattern of negative and fearful thinking can be changed. It is not 

permanent. When you understand your brain, you can learn to work with it and feel 

calm again. 
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What you will learn in this book to give you control over your anxiety: 

 Understand what’s going on in your brain and body when you’re in a full blown anxiety 

attack. 

 Learn how to treat your anxiety as an ally and see that you have choices about your 

negative thinking. 

 Learn the difference between fear and anxiety and why it’s critical to managing your 

stress level. 

 Discover the two things you instinctively do that keep you stuck in anxiety. 

 Learn why avoidance of your anxious thoughts and feelings increases your anxiety. 

 Find out how the power of your awareness can shift your mental and emotional state. 

 Become skilled at using a  “Mindfulness Moment” to calm your body’s anxiety response. 

 Learn how simple changes in your daily routine and diet can reduce your anxiety and 

help you feel balanced and grounded.  

 Become aware of and challenge the beliefs that keep triggering your anxiety. 

 

Learn to cope with overwhelming demands with confidence and calm 

Imagine how it might feel when your thoughts and feelings of anxiety no longer have the power 

to terrify you, make you shrink, or believe that something is wrong with you.  

Rather than fearing, fighting and dreading those chilling feelings, you will eventually learn to 

pause for a moment, to take some time to think about what is happening inside and around 

you and to choose how you will respond. 

When you can do this, you may find anxiety is not so scary after all.  

 

 


