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Helping Health Anxiety

Introduction

Fromtimetotime, wewillallworry about things likerelationships, work, finances, and, of course, our
health.Everyone, atsome pointoranother, willnoticesensations orchangesintheirbodies, willwonder
whethertheycouldhaveaseriousmedicalproblem,andwilltakestepstorelievetheirhealthworriesand
concerns. However, thereisadifferencebetweengeneralconcernabouthealth, whichweallhave from
time to time, and more problematic health anxiety.

Areyouaperson who finds thatyouworry a great deal about your health? Haveyounoticed that your
effort to find answers foryour symptoms isimpacting onyou in anegative way? If so, you may want to
keep reading these “Helping Health Anxiety” Modules.

The aim of thiscurrent module isto provide you withsome generalinformation about health anxiety, to
discoverwhetherhealthanxietyisaproblemforyou,andtodiscussthenegativeimpactsofhealthanxiety.

What Is Health?

Beforewetalkabouthealthanxiety,itisimportantthatwefirstconsiderwhat “health”isandtorecognise
that health means different things to different people.

Manypeoplewillconsiderhealthtomeantheabsenceofdisease,injuryordisability. However, themeaning
of healthchangesfrompersontoperson,andacrossculturesandcontinents. Forexample,anextremelyfit
athletemightconsiderthemselftobeunhealthyiftheysufferaninjurythatpreventsthemfromtraining.
However, aperson withadiagnosed condition, suchasdiabetes orasthma, couldconsiderthemself as
healthy if they are managing their condition well.

Most definitions of health therefore extend beyond the concept of amere absence of disease, injury or
disability, toincludeaperson’sstateof physical, mentalandsocialfunctioning. Mostimportantly, rather
than thinking about health in black and white terms (i.e., we either have or don’t have health inthese areas),
most definitionsof healthconsiderthesethreeareasoffunctioningtobeonacontinuumranging fromvery
poor to excellent.

Before we go any further, take a few moments to describe your overall health

Now notice howyoudescribedyour health. Whatdidyou focuson? What
aspectsof healthstood out asbeing the most important toyou? Didyou
consideryou physical, mental andsocial functioningand wellbeing? 1
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What Is Health Anxiety?

Anxietycomesabout attimeswhenwethinksomethingbadmight orwillhappen.
Thisisactuallyasurvivalinstinctandcanbe particularly helpful forusinreallife-
threatening situations. For example, if you are confronted by a dangerous animal it
ishelpfulforyourbraintorecognise thethreatandtotellyour bodytorun, hide,
orgetreadytofight. Yourbody willtherefore gothrough arange of physiological
changes known as the “fight or flight” response, which helps to prepare our

bodies and protect us from danger.

There aretimeshowever when we canexperience an anxiety response duesimply toaperceived threat.
Haveyou been concerned that others might dislike aspeech you areabout to give and noticedyour heart
beating faster? Haveyouever walked through adarkalley at night and felt tense while worrying that
somethingbadmighthappen?Inbothofthesesituationssomething badmay ormaynothappen, but whatis
important, is that if you believe there is some danger you will usually feel some level of anxiety.

Healthanxietythereforereferstotheexperience ofthinkingthatthere maybeathreattoyourhealth,
which consequently triggers your anxiety response.

While we may thinkand worry about any number of health related issues, someof the more common
health related fears include having or developing cancer, Alzheimer’s Disease, multiple sclerosis, muscular
dystrophy,amentalillnesssuchasschizophrenia, athyroiddisorder, orthatyoumayhaveaheartattack.
Noteveryonethinksabout specific problemsthough. Yourfearscouldbemoregeneral,inthatyousimply
think that something is “not quite right”.

Inwhat waysdoyouworryaboutyour health? Whatwouldyouconsider tobethe greatest threatsto
your overall health? Doyou worry about particular physical symptoms?Isthere aparticular health
problem,illness or disease thatyouare concerned (orevenconvinced) that you may have now or will
develop in the future?

Insome cases, the fear wehave mayevenbe about the health of alovedone. Forexample, aparent who
hasnoticedtheirchildistired frequently maybecomeworriedthattheirchildhasleukaemia, oraperson
whohasnoticedthat theirpartnerhasbeencoughing frequently maybegintoworrythattheyhavelung
cancer. While these modules are directed at worries you may have about your own health, most of the
exercises could also be also used if you are anxious about the health of a loved one.

I
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When is Health Anxiety a Problem?

Helping Health Anxiety

Toacertainextent, milder forms of health anxietycanaffectusall fromtimetotime. Whohasn’t been
concerned whenwe arewaiting forsometest results tocomeback, orhadsome worrisome thoughts
about anew lump or bump that we have noticed? So, at what point does mild health anxiety become a
problem?Whilehavingconcernsaboutyourhealthandseekingadviceandappropriate healthchecksare
somethingthatallhumanbeingsexperience,aswithanything,toomuchofsomethingcanbebadforyou.

Health concerns can become a problem when they:
e dare excessive,

areoutofproportiontotherealisticlikelihood of havinganactual andserious medical problem
are persistent despite negative test results and/ or reassurance from your health practitioner,
lead to unhelpful behaviours such as excessive checking, reassurance seeking (e.g., fromdoctors,

familyorfriends), oravoidance (e.g.,of check-ups,doctors, healthrelatedinformation), and

e causeyousignificant distress, orimpair your ability to goabout your day-to-day life.

This iswhen normal health concerns become health anxiety. From this point forward, when we talk about
health anxiety, we will be referring to problematic levels of health anxiety.

you to consider:

Let’sfindoutifhealth anxietyisanissue foryou. Hereareafewstatements for

Never

Occasionally

Often

Very
Often

| worry about my health

I worry that | may have or will develop aserious medical problem

Iworry that bodily sensations/changes are a sign of aserious medical
problem

| find it difficult to control or let go of my health worries

I mentally scan my body and/ormind for signs that something is
wrong

| focus my attention on my bodily sensations or symptoms

| have difficulty concentrating on things other than my bodily
sensations or symptoms

| physically check my body for symptoms and changes

Ifrequently visithealth professionals (e.g., GPs, specialists)todiscuss
my health concerns and symptoms or to have tests performed

| avoid health professionals (e.g., GPs, specialists) as|am tooworried
about my health and/or test results

| have continued to worry about my health despite my doctor’s
reassurance or despite negative tests

Isearch forinformation about my symptoms (e.g., ontheinternet, in
books, in pamphlets from healthclinics)

| discuss my symptoms with family and/or friends

lavoid people, placesor activities that trigger off healthworries

lavoid people, placesoractivities that trigger off particular physical
sensations

Ifyouhave answered most of the above questions with Often orVery Often, thenhealth anxiety might be
something you want towork on. Evenif you have only answered Often or Very Often for afew of the
above statements, you maystill want to stay with us asyou might learn some skills that could be usefulin

the future.
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BUT | HAVE REAL SYMPTOMS?!?!

Itisimportanttorecognise that healthanxietycanexistinpeoplewhoare “healthy”, inpeoplewhoare
experiencing real yet unexplained medical symptoms, and in people who have an existing and diagnosed
medicalcondition. Thismeansthatthephysicalsymptomsyouexperiencethatareatthecentreofyour
health anxiety are not “all in your head”.

Whetherornotyouhavereal symptomsoranactualmedical conditionisnotthe
mainissue whenitcomesto healthanxiety. Theissueishowyouarerespondingto
and coping withyour symptoms or condition. If yourespond to health issues or
symptoms with excessive and persistent worrying, checking, reassurance seeking or
avoidance, then health anxiety may still be a problem.

Negative Impacts of Health Anxiety

Healthanxietycanimpactonusinnumerousnegative ways. Belowarethemostcommonareasaffected by
health anxiety.

Relationships with family / friends. Time spent worrying about your health or seeking help from
professionals mayimpact onyour abilitytosocialise orattendtoimportant family matters. Family and
friends may joinyouinyourworrying, leadingtoeveryone feelingmore distressed. Onthe otherhand,
they may become frustrated withyou if you continue toworry despite negative test results or ongoing
reassurance. Insome cases, youmay feel let down by or evenangry towards your family or friends for not
understandingwhatyouaregoing through, orfornothelpinginyour efforts to find out whatiswrong.

Workor study. Many people with health anxiety find it difficult to stop worrying about and checking for
signsofillness. Allthisworrying canimpact onyour ability toconcentrate and focus onthetask at hand.
Work or study time may also be taken up by medicalappointments orinternetsearching leadingtoyou
falling behind in your work or study tasks.

Life enjoyment and satisfaction. Focussing on potential health problems canleadyou to have askewed
negative outlook and may even leadto depressed mood. Insome cases, you may become so focussed on
yourhealthconcernsandseekingcertainty aboutyourhealththatyouwillstop doingthings thatyouused
toenjoyorthat gaveyouasense ofachievement (e.g., exercise, socialising). Thiswithdrawal leads to
further depressed mood as you limit your opportunities for fun and success.

Relationships with healthprofessionals. Repeatedtrips to thedoctorwithout clearresultscanleave
bothyouandyourhealthprovider feelingdissatisfied. Youmay evenbegintofeel frustratedorangry
towardsyourhealth providerortowardsthe healthsystementirely! Insomecases, youmay haveevenhad
the experience of feeling like your health provider does not believe you or thinks you are a
“hypochondriac”. In some cases, your doctor may have even said this too you!

Obviously, this is neither helpful for you or your health professional. We want our health providers to be
onboard with responding toour health needs. Inturn, mosthealth providers want to help us workout
why we arefeelingthe way we do, and to help us reduce, eliminate or manageour healthworries and
problems.

Finances. Multiple orrepeated medical testsorprocedures, time spent away from

work, andeventravelcoststoattendmedicalappointmentscansoonstarttoaddup.
Forsome people, the worry, checking and reassurance seeking behaviours associated
withhealthanxietycanbecomesooverwhelmingortime-consuming thatyouareno
longer able to work.

7
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Unpleasantanxiety symptoms. As already discussed, each timeyouworry about your healthyouset
off your fight/flight response. People experiencing health anxiety may therefore
feelrestless, physicallytense, orunabletorelax. Theymayalsoexperiencesleep
disturbance, nausea, heart palpitations, chest painorpressure, sweating, dizziness
orlight-headedness, tingling sensations, andfeelings of detachment from part of or
allof their body. Givenyou may already be worrying about your health, having
more physiological symptoms can sometimes then gives you even more sensations
to worry about!

If you are experiencing health anxiety, take a moment to write down how health anxiety is
affecting you.

Eap Assist
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What You Can Expect From This Information Package

Whetheryou areexperiencing excessive healthworriesalone, orincombination withunexplainedor
diagnosedhealthsymptomsorconditions, thisinformation package canhelpyoubegintoreduceyour
excessive worry and any unhelpful behaviours you may be engaging in.

Wehave begunwithadiscussionabout what healthanxietyisandwhatimpactitcanhaveonone’slife. In
thenexttwomodules, we willexplore and discuss how health anxiety develops and what keeps it going.
Themodules after these will focus on whatyou can do toovercome health anxiety.

The following are the modules that make up this information package:
Module 1: Understanding Health Anxiety

Module 2: How Health Anxiety Develops
Module 3: What Keeps Health Anxiety Going?

Module 4: Reducing YourFocusonHealth SymptomsandWorries
Module 5: Re-evaluating Unhelpful Health Related Thinking
Module 6: Reducing Checking and Reassurance Seeking
Module 7: Challenging Avoidance and Safety Behaviours

Module 8: Adjusting Health Rules and Assumptions
Module 9: Healthy Livingand Self Management Planning

Whenusingself-helpmaterials, some people might skipsectionsorcomplete thingsinadifferentorder.
Themodulesinthisinformation package have beendesignedtobecompletedinthe ordertheyappear.
Werecommendthatyouworkthroughthemodulesinsequence, finishingeach module before moving on
tothenextoneintheseries. Webelieve that by doing this, youwill maximise the benefitsyoumight
receive from working through this information package.

Webelieve that thisinformationpackage will bebeneficial foranyonewhowouldlike toaddressany
difficulties they might have with health anxiety. We encourage you to take this journey through all our
modules, and hope thatyou willcome away withabalancedview of yourhealthandcontinuetoengagein
appropriatehealthseekingbehaviours. Youmightfindthatitgetsalittletoughattimes,butweencourage
youtostay withitand keep onworking through these modules untilyoureach theend. Seeyouatthe
next module!
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Module Summary

To worry about your health is a normal human experience.

Healthanxietyreferstothe excessiveconcernthattheremaybeathreattoyourhealthwhich
triggers your anxiety (fight/flight) response.

Health anxietyisproblematic whenitisexcessive, out of proportiontothe realistic chances of
having a serious problem, persists despite negative testsand reassurance from health professionals,
leads to excessive unhelpful behaviours such as body-checking and medical test-seeking, and causes
you significant distress or impacts on your functioning.

Health anxiety canexistin people who are “healthy”, in people who are experiencing real yet
unexplained medical symptoms, andin people whohave an existinganddiagnosed medical
condition.Inhealthanxietytheissueisnotwhetheryourphysicalsymptomsarereal, but whether
you are responding to and coping with your symptoms in a helpful or unhelpful way.

Healthanxiety canimpactonyourrelationships withfamily and friends, andevenwithhealth
professionals. Itcanalsoimpactonyourcapacitytomaintainworkorstudycommitments, and
affect your mood andfinances.

Whenyouworryaboutyourhealth,youtriggeroffyour fight/flight response. Thisgivesyoumore
physiological symptoms which you may then also start to worry about.

Coming up next ...

o
- Inthe next module, we willexplore
and learnmore abouthowhealth

PEES anxiety develops.
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About The Modules
CONTRIBUTORS
Dr Rebecca Anderson (MPsych'; PhD2) Paula Nathan (MPsych')
Centre for Clinical Interventions Centre for Clinical Interventions

Dr Lisa Saulsman (MPsych'; PhD2)
Centre for Clinical Interventions

'Masters of Psychology (Clinical Psychology) Doctor of Philosophy (Clinical Psychology)

BACKGROUND

Theconceptsandstrategiesinthese moduleshave been developed from evidence based psychological
practice, primarily Cognitive-BehaviourTherapy (CBT).CBTforhealthanxietyisbasedontheapproach
that health anxiety is a result of problematic cognitions (thoughts) and behaviours.
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