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Helping Health Anxiety

Introduction

In Modules 2 and 3, we discussed how focussing on our symptoms can have the negative consequence of
increasing theintensity of the symptoms. This, in turn, can create more worry about the symptoms, which
brings on more anxiety sensations, increasing our desire to focus on our symptoms even more! This
Modulewill explore ways that youcanstart todecrease theamountof timespent focussed onhealth
symptoms and worries, and thus start to break this vicious cycle.

Focussing on Symptoms and Worries

Peoplewhoexperience health anxiety will often find themselves scanning theirbodies forsigns of ilLhealth
and then worrying about bodily sensations. To a certain extent, it isnormal to be aware of bodily
sensations and changes, and to pay some attention to potential health problems. However, if you are
spending too much time focussing on your symptoms or you find it difficult to stop thinking about these
symptoms, you may need to start working on retraining your attention.

Before westarttoworkonthis, let’sstop tothinkabout whatyoutend tofocusonwhenyouarefeeling
anxiousaboutyourhealth. Takeamomenttolist those particularsensationsorareasof yourbody that

you tend to become increasingly aware of when you are worrying about your health. You may also wish to
highlight or circle these on the diagram. If you are not bothered by particular sensations or body areas, but
instead spend most of your time just worrying about illness or death in general, you can still list below the

health concerns that preoccupy yourattention.

Unfortunately, aswe’ve mentioned, focussingonoursymptoms canamplify the
intensity of the symptoms, and thus bring on more worry and anxiety symptoms. Also,
whenwe are focussed on our symptoms, it can take our attention away from everyday
activities and even from important tasks. For example, have youever foundit hard to
focus onahousehold chore, awork project, oreven just reading these modules
because your attention kept wandering back to a particular area of your body, back to
health worries, or back to a particular bodily sensation?

Learning toretrainyour attentionis therefore animportant stepin overcoming your health anxiety. [t will
notonly reduce the amount you focus on your sensations, but also free up yourattention tofocuson
other activities and experiences.
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Overcoming Barriers to Attention Training

Before you start to work on retraining your attention, it can be important to examine whether you hold
any positive beliefs about the benefits of continuing to focus on your health symptoms orworries.
Examples of such positive beliefs include:
“Focusing on my symptoms helps me evaluate how dangerous they really are”
“Focusing on my body means | will catch any problems before it is too late”
“Not focusing on symptoms is tempting fate”
“Worrying about my health gets me prepared for anything”
“Worrying helps me solve my health problems”
“If | keep worrying, | will prevent illness and disease”

It makes sense that if you hold such positive beliefs about focusing your attention onyour health symptoms
and worries that you will continue todo so. After all, youare telling yourselfitis helpfuland even
protective!

If you hold any positive beliefs about focusing on your symptoms and worries, even to asmall degree, we
recommend that you first dissect and challenge those beliefs. Once you have evaluated whether your
focussingonsymptomsorworriesisreally helpful, youwill thenbeinabetterpositiontodecideifyou
would like to change that behaviour. Below are a range of questions you can ask yourself to evaluate your
positive beliefs about focusing on your symptoms and worries.

Positive belief to be evaluated:
How much doyou believe thisnow (0% =not atall, 100%=completely): %

What is the goal of focusing your attention in this way?
Does focusing your attention in this way truly reach your goal? How exactly does it help and protect you? If you were diagnosed
with a health problem tomorrow, how has focusing on symptoms and worries truly prepared you?

Are there any negative consequences to focusing your attention in this way?

Doesitincrease theintensity of the sensation? Are you setting off more fight/flight anxiety symptomsby worryingsomuch?
Isitpossible that by focusingonone symptomorworryyouaremissinganother? How canyoudecide whichsymptomorworry
to focus on?

If a child was focusing on their symptoms and worries as much as you, would you encourage them to do it
more? If not, why not?

What conclusions can you make from this?

Re-rate the strength of your positive belief (0% = not at all, 100% = completely): %
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Attention Training

So, howdowe letgoof focussingonand worrying about our symptoms, and getour attentionbacktothe
here and now? Well, think of your attention like a muscle... if you don’t exercise it regularly, it will become
weak and won’t work as well. We need to strengthen it by giving it regular exercise!!

There are twoways you can give your attention aregular workout. One of these involves practicing
sustaining yourattentionwhileengagedineveryday tasks, andthe otherinvolvesamore formal meditation
practice.

It is important to remember while engaging in these workouts that it is completely normal for our minds to
wander off to other things. Thisis what minds do. They drift off to memories, concerns, sensations, images,
planning, and daydreams, to name a few. When you notice that your mind has wandered
duringtheseactivities, becarefulnottocriticiseyourself forthis. Afterall,itiscompletely

normal. Instead, think about each and every “wander” asanother opportunity to practice

yourskillsof bringingyourattentionbackto the hereand now. Thinkof it thisway, the

skillyou are learningisnot tohave perfectly sustained attention, butinstead to catch your
attentionasitwandersand bring it back. Assuch, it really doesn’t matter how many times

your attention wanders, as that is part of the training.

Mundane task focussing

You may have noticed that when you are doing everyday household jobs like the dishes or the ironing, your
mindisnotreallyonthetaskathand. These areoftentimesthat our mindstartstowander. Therefore,
these types of tasks are great opportunities to practice strengthening our attention muscle.

With mundane task focussing, the goalistogradually practice sustaining your attention onamundane
activity for longer and longer periods of time - thus giving your attention a good workout.

Take a moment to think about some everyday household activities that you engage in where your mind
might wander frequently (e.g., doing the dishes, ironing, gardening, taking a shower, vacuuming, eating a
meal). Write these below so that you can refer back to them when planning your attention workout.

Pick one of these tasks for your first attention workout, and record the task and when and where you will
do it on the My Attention Workout Worksheet, Now, start the task without intentionally trying to work your
attention. You may wish to gauge your ‘pre-workout’ attention levels by rating the percentage of your
attention thatis currently focussed on your self (including on your own thoughts, and bothersome
symptoms and sensations) versus the percentage currently focussed on the task at hand.

Now, whilst continuing the task, you can officially start your attention workout. Each time you notice your
mind haswandered off the task, anchor your attentionbackto thetaskbyfocussingonthefollowing:
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e Touch: What does the activity feel like? What is the texture like (e.g., rough, smooth)? Where on
yourbody do you have contact withit? Are there areas of your body with more or less contact
with the task?

e Sight: What do you notice about the task? What catches your eye? How does the task appear?
What about the light... the shadows... the contours... the colours?

e Hearing: What sounds do you notice? What kinds of noises are associated with the task?

¢ Smell: What smells doyou notice? Do they change during the task? How many smells are there?

e Taste: What flavours do you notice? Do they change during the task? What is the quality of the
flavours?

Youdon’tactually havetowritedown theanswers tothese questions. Simply use themto help anchor
your attention back to the task at hand. Once you have completed the mundane task focussing activity, you
may wish to re-rate how much of your attention was self versus task focussed, and think about what you
have learned from completing theactivity.

My Attention Workout

Mundane task for my attention workout:
Where and whenwillldo my workout:

Before starting the attention workout, where do | notice my attention is focussed?
e Self-focussed attention (including thoughts, bothersome symptoms/sensations): %
e Task-focussedattention (thetasklwasactuallyengagedwith): %
100 %

During the attention workout, anchor my attention back to the task at hand by focussing on:

o Touch:Whatdoestheactivity feellike? Whatis the texturelike (e.g., rough, smooth)? Whereon
my bodydolhave contactwith the task? Are there areas of my body withmoreorless contact
with the task?

¢ Sight: Whatdolnoticeaboutthetask?What catchesmyeye? Howdoes thetaskappear? What
about the light... the shadows... the contours... the colours?

e Hearing: What sounds do | notice? What kinds of noises are associated with the task?
Smell: What smells do | notice? Do they change during the task? How many smells are there?

o Taste: What flavours do | notice? Do they change during the task? What is the quality of the
flavours?

Remember that it is normal for my mind to wander off. Rather than beating myself up over this, use each
time my mind wanders as an opportunity to workout my attention muscle again.

Having completed the attention workout, where did | notice my attention was focussed during the
workout?

o Self-focussed attention (including thoughts, bothersome symptoms/sensations): %
o Task-focussedattention (thetasklwasactuallyengagedwith): %
100 %

What did you learn from this? What conclusions can you make from this?

.
NG ?
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Meditation training
Usingameditationexerciseisanother way thatyoucanobtainregular practice at being present focussed,
dealing with a wandering mind, and disengaging from distressing thoughts and sensations.

Mindfulness is one type of meditation that can assist you toskilfully disengage from such thoughts and
sensations. Thisapproachinvolves practicinghow tonotice when yourattention has wandered off, and
then skilfully redirecting your attention back to the present, to the here and now.

It is not an attempt to control your thoughts or sensations or to make them go away. It is actually about
allowing these thoughts and sensations to be present in your mind and body, but choosing to shift your
attention back on to yourbreathing.

Mindfulness canbe combined with a “letting go” activity, where you choose to @3
notice but then let go of distressing thoughts, emotionsor physical sensations.

It is important to remember that this is not a quick fix, it is not easy, and
requires regular practice. By practicing daily you may eventually become
better at letting go of your distressing thoughts and sensations in a more
informal way as they pop up throughout the day.

Meditation Steps
1) Tobeginthe practice, sitdowninachairandadopt arelaxed and alert posture, then askyourself, what
am | experiencing right now? What thoughts are around, what feelings are around, and what body
sensations? Allow yourself to just acknowledge, observe and describe these experiences to yourself,
without judgmentandwithout tryingto change themor makethemgoaway. Spend 30secondsto 1
minute just doing this.

2) Now bring your focus of awareness toyour breath, focusing on the sensations of your breath asit moves
back and forthin your belly. Binding your awareness to the back and forth movements of the sensations
inyour belly from moment tomoment, and letting all thoughts go. Maybe say to yourself ‘relax’ or ‘let
go’ oneachoutwardbreath. If yourmindwanders away toother thoughts, feelings and sensations-
again do not try to change them or make them go away. Simply acknowledge their presence, allowing
themto be there, then letting go with your attention and focusing back on your breath. Spend about 1
or 2 minutes doing this.

3) Now expand your awareness to sensing your whole body breathing, being aware of sensations throughout
your body. If there are any strong feelings around, maybe saying to yourself “whatever it is, it is OK, just
let me feelit.” Allowing yourself tobreathe with these feelings, andif your mind wanders to bothersome
thoughts or sensations, just acknowledge and let go of these - focusing back on sensing your whole body
breathing. Continue doing this for about another 1 or 2 minutes.

Asyoustart toget more familiarwith thisskill youcantryincreasing the time of steps 2 & 3. Wewould
recommend that you keep increasing this until you are able to practice twice per day for ten minutes or
more, and then try to keep practicing daily at this level.

Remember, your attention is like a muscle, if you stop the regular exercise your muscle won’t work quite
so well. You can use the Attention Training Diary to keep track of your progress.
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Attention Training Diary

You can use this sheet to both plan your attention training and to record your progress along the way. The
last columnasks you to jot down any comments about the experience - What did younotice? Wheredid
your mind wander of f to? Were you able to notice this? Were you able to interrupt this? How did it
compare to other times you have practiced?

Date & Time Attention Task Duration Comments
e.g.,
Monday Meditation 3 mins This was quite hard as my mind kept wanting to jump ahead
28", 8:00am to thinking about work.
Monday 28", Mundane task 10 mins I noticed lots of things I didn’t usually notice, but I was still
5:30pm focussing (while thinking a lot about my health. It was probably a little

doing the dishes) easier than the meditation as | had something to focus on.

Werecommendthatyoupractice at least daily mundane task focussing workouts and twice daily
meditation. If you find it difficult to fit the regular meditation exercises in, you could instead increase the
number of mundane task focussing workouts you do per day. Remember, mundane task focussingisn’t
asking you to do anything extra, only to use those activities you are already doing in a particular way.
Eap Assist
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Postponing Your Health Worries

Even though you have started to exercise your attention muscle to help overcome your tendency to over-
focus on physical symptoms, you may notice that your attention keeps wandering back to worries about
specific symptoms or sensations, or more general worries about your health. While it is completely normal
for health worries to pop in to our minds, the more we focus on these worries the more anxiety
symptoms we trigger in our bodies. This in turn gives us even more to worry about!

Many people with health anxiety will therefore try to stop their worrying by trying to distract themselves
ortelling themselves not tothink about their health. Unfortunately, trying not to think about something can
have the opposite effect by making us thinkabout iteven more! Forexample, try not to thinkof apink
elephant for the next 60 seconds and see how well you do.

So, if focussing onour worries creates more worries andsymptoms, and trying not to focus onour worries
actually increases the amount we worry, what should we do?!? Fortunately, there is third option we can use
called Worry Postponement.

Postponing your health worries means that it is alright for an initial worrisome thought to pop in to your
mind (e.g., “what if thischest painisaheart attack”), and even to start focussing on those symptoms you
are worried about. However, as soon as you notice this, you make a decision not to ‘chase’ the worries or
symptoms any further at that particular time.

Not chasing the worrisome thought any further means that youdon’t try toevaluate the
symptomsor sensations any further, anticipate theworst orrunscenarios and solutions
related to the symptom through your head over and over again (e.g., “This could be cancer, |
think the painis gettingworse? What will happentomeand my familyifitis? Ishouldsee my
doctor” etc). Instead, you postpone worrying about your health until a later time, using your
attention skills to bring your attention back to the here and now, and back to the task at hand.

How to postpone
1. Set a worry period
- Nominate asettime, place and length of time to do all your worrying and focussing on symptoms
Try and keep your worry period the same everyday (e.g., 6pm, dining room, 20mins). We
recommend no more than 30 mins per day
Try not to set your worry period before bed.

1. Postpone
- Whenyou notice yourself worrying or focussing on particular symptoms throughout the day, list

yourconcernsonthePostponing Health Worries Worksheet, orevenonapieceof paperora
notepadif theworksheetisnotavailabletoyou. Note the worriesdownbriefly (inacoupleof
words only e.g., “Noticed pain in my side, thought it could be appendicitis”)

Decide to think about it later and save your thoughts for your worry period

Use your attention skills to bring your attention back to the present and reassure yourself that you
will deal with the worries and sensations during your worry period.

3. When you get to your worry period
- Only think about the things you’ve listed if you feel you must
Youdon’thavetoworry about themif theynolongerbotheryou, orif they nolongerseem
relevant to you
If you do need to worry, only worry for the set amount of time specified
If yourunoutof time duringyourworryperiodtocoverall the thingsonyourlist, remindyourself
that these items will be covered the following day during your next worry period.

Werecommend that you practice this strategy over the next week by completing the Postponing Health
Worries Worksheet. We then suggest that you then continue touse postponement as a strategy for as long
as you continue to worry about your health.
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Postponing Health Worries Worksheet

Set Your Worry Period

Start Time: End Time: Place:

Briefly record your health worries
Thenuse your attention strategies to bring your attention back to the present. Remind yourself that you
will come back to these worries and sensations during your worry period.

Day Worries (in a few words only)

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

After practicing this for a week, take a moment to review how you went with the
postponement strategy

What happened to the worries you postponed? Did you still need to worry about them later?

If youwere able topostpone, whathappened to the symptoms youwereworrying about?

If you had trouble postponing - Did you actually write down your worries (recommended) or just try to
remember them (not recommended)? Do you need to work more on your attention training exercises?
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Helping Health Anxiety
When To Seek Medical Attention

Throughout this module we have been discussing ways to decrease our focus on and worry about bodily
symptoms and sensations. However, we obviously don’t want you to ignore symptoms that may indicate
therealneedformedical attention. Sohowdoweknowwhen to postpone ourworriesandwhentoact
on them?

While there arenosimple answers tothis question, Patricia Furer and colleagues, experts in health anxiety
from the University of Manitoba, recommend the following guidelines:

e Usethoseself-careremediesyou are already familiar with for managing symptoms of cold and flu,
headaches, or backaches (e.g., rest, medication, heat/cold packs)

e For many symptoms, such as pain or colds, try the “wait two weeks” approach. Many symptoms
willdisappear without medical assistance over thisperiod of time. Youcan thinkof thisasa
prolonged postponement exercise, where rather than waiting until your worry period that night,
you are putting off thinking about it for another two weeks. Obviously this will take quite a bit of
practice with using the attention strategies!

If symptoms persist beyond two weeks, then see your doctor

e Seekpromptmedicalattentionifyouhaveahighfever, intense pain, andsigns of aworsening

infection

We must also acknowledge that for people with particular diagnoses orwhoare AN
taking particular medications, there may be other specific indicators that immediate _@ @_
medicalinterventionisneeded. Ifyoudohave adiagnosis oraretaking amedication, =\ W)
we would recommend that you speak with your doctor about developing your own .- . o8
guidelines for when to postpone your worries versus when to act on them :
immediately.
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Module Summary

e Peoplewhoexperiencehealthanxiety will oftenfind themselves scanning their bodies for signs ofill
health and then worrying about bodily sensations

e Focussing onyour symptoms can amplify the intensity of the symptoms, and thus bring on more worry
and anxiety symptoms

e Learningtoretrainyourattention, so that you can decrease the amount of time you spend focussed on
your symptoms and worries is therefore an important step in overcoming your health anxiety

o Therearetwowaysyoucanretrainyourattention. Mundane task focussinginvolves practicing
sustainingyour attentionwhile engagedineveryday householdtasks. Meditationinvolvesamore formal
daily practice of focussing your attention back onto your breathing each time your mind drifts off to
different thoughts or sensations.

e Once you have started to strengthen your attention muscle, you can combine this with a
postponement exercise to decrease the amount of time you spend worrying about and focussing on
your health.

¢ Whilewehaveprovided some guidelines, itisimportant to work with your doctor todevelop your
own set of guidelines as to when you should postpone your worries about symptoms, versus when you
should seek medical assistance.

. Coming up next ...

? x Inthe nextmodule, wewill explore
ways toaddress your unhelpful health
related thoughts during your worry

PSS period.
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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) 2Doctor of Philosophy (Clinical Psychology)

BACKGROUND

The concepts and strategies in these modules have been developed from evidence based psychological
practice, primarily Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT). CBT for health anxiety is based on the approach
that health anxiety is a result of problematic cognitions (thoughts) and behaviours.
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