Many people experiencing the symptoms of anxiety can
begin to wonder if there is something really wrong with
them. One typical fearis that they might be going crazy.
Unfortunately, the reactions and comments from other
people such as, ‘just get yourself together’ are not very
helpful.

Although you might feel alone in your struggle against
anxious moods, the reality is that many people experience
these moods either from time to time, or on a more regular
basis. Infact, itisestimatedthat 1inevery 5experience
significantly anxious mood at some time in their life.

Anxiety caneffectany kind of personatany stageof their
life, whether they are an introvert or an extrovert, socially
activeorshy, youthful orelderly, male orfemale, wealthyor
poor. Whatever your distinction, you can become anxious.
That meansthatany personyouknowisalsofairgame. So
remember, you are notalone.

Understanding Anxiety

Feeling afraidis very much a part of the experience of being
human. It occurs in response to realistically anticipated
dangerandthereforeisasurvivalinstinct. Forexample, ifa
ferocious animal confronted us it is likely

that we would respond with fear. This Ca
responseisimportant because itinitiatesa ¥l
wholeseries of physicalandbehavioural
changes that ultimately serve to protect us.
Inthisexample, whenconfrontedbyan iy
animal, the feeling of fear would probably g_& |
lead us to either run for our lives or

become sufficiently ‘pumped up’ to physically defend
ourselves. Asyoucanseefromthisexample, the
experience of fearis part of aprocessof survival.

The experience of anxiety is very similar to the experience
of fear - themaindifferenceis thatanxietyoccursinthe
absenceofrealdanger. Thatis, theindividual may think that
theyareindanger but thereality isthat theyarenot. To
illustrate this, think of the anxiety one may feel when
walkingdownapoorly litalley. Theindividualmay feel
anxious because they perceive some potential danger. This
may not mean that there is any real danger in walking down
this particularalley, but what causes the experience of
anxiety is that the person believes that they are in danger.
Therefore, the experience of anxiety and fear are basically
the same except thatin the case of anxiety, there may not
be any actual danger - the person just thinks thereis.

Fight/Flight Response

Itisimportant to fully understand the way
") our bodies react to threat or danger,

? whether real or imagined. When a person
:?{E : isin danger, or believes that theyarein
1 g danger a number of changes occur. This
| - N o .
el 5 response has been named the fight/flight
C’“*""'“‘“’/ response. Aspreviously explained, when

confronted with danger we will typically

anxiety?

flee from thessituation, or stand and fight. The main purpose

of the fight/flight response is to protect the individual. Itis
therefore important to remember that the experience of
anxietyisnotinitself, harmful. Whenaperson’sfight/flight
response is activated, three major systems are affected.

These are the physical, cognitive and behavioural systems.

Physical System

When we believe that we are in danger, our whole physical
systemundergoes some major, temporary changesdesigned
toenhanceourability toeitherrunaway, orstandandbe
readytofight. Physically, assoonasdangerisperceived, the
brain sends amessage toourautonomicnervous system.
Our autonomic nervous system has two sections: the
sympathetic branch and the parasympathetic branch. These
two sections control the physical changes that occurin the
fight/flight response. The sympathetic branchis the part
that activates the various areas of the body to be ready for
action. When the sympathetic branch is activated, it
includesallareasof the body, andtherefore, the person
experiences physical changes from head to toe.

To get things moving, the sympathetic nervous system
releases two chemicals from the adrenal glands on the
kidneys. These chemicals are called adrenalin and
noradrenalinand arebasically messengersthat serveto
maintain the physical changes for a sufficient amount of time.

Sowhatare these physicalchanges that the sympathetic
mechanism produces when you are anxious?

1. Anincrease in heart rate and strength of beat
One physical change that is quite noticeable to the
personexperiencingthefight/flightresponse,isan
increasein heartrate and the strength of heartbeat. An
increase in heart rate enables blood to be pumped
around the body faster, so that oxygen gets delivered
more promptly to the various tissuesof the body and
waste products can be efficiently eliminated.

2. A redistribution of blood from areas that aren’t
as vital to those thatare

Thereisalso achargjge inbloodflow - away from places
whereitisnot needed (such asskin, fingersandtoes)
towards the placesit is likely to be needed (large organs
and muscles). Thisisvery useful because if we were
attackedandcutinsome waywewouldbelesslikelyto
bleed todeath, as the blood will be with the vital organs.
This physical change results in the skin looking pale and
feelingcold, andalsointhe experience of cold, numband
tingling fingers and toes.

3. Anincrease in the rate and depth of breathing
Aswellas changes toheart rate, there are also changes
to the speed and depth of breathing. This is very
important, as it provides the tissues with the
extra amount of oxygen required to prepare for
action. Thefeelings producedby thisincreasein |
breathing can include breathlessness, choking or
smothering feelings, tightness and pain in the
chest, andsighingandyawning. One of the main
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side effects of thisincrease in breathingis that the blood
supply to the head is actually decreased. This is not
dangerous but can produce a collection of unpleasant
symptoms, including: dizziness, light-headedness, blurred
vision, confusion, feelings of unreality and hot flushes.

. An increase in sweating

Another physical change in the fight/fliﬁht response is an
increase in sweating. This causes the body to become
more slippere/, making it harder for a predator to grab,
andalso cooling thebody and thus preventingitfrom
overheating.

. Widening of the pupils of theeyes

One effect of the fight/flight response that people are
often unaware of, is that the pupils widen to let in more
light, which may result in the experience of blurred
vision, spots before the eyes, or 1ust asense that the light
istoobright. Thischange enables the persontomore

effectively use their sight toidentify any hidden dangers

of counteracting the sympathetic branch. As a result, the
heart rate begins to slow, breathing rate slows, the body’s
temperature begins to lower and the muscles begin torelax.
Partof the processof restorationisthat the systemsdonot
return tonormal straight away. Some arousal continues and
thisisforaverygoodreason. Inprimitive times, if awild
animal confronted us it would be foolish to relax and be off
guard as soon as the animal began to back off. The chances
of danger continuing in such a case causes the body to
remainpreparedfortheneedtoonceagainface danger.
Therefore, some residual effects of the fight/flight response
remain for some time and only gradually taper off. Thiscan
leave the individual feeling ‘keyed up’ for some time
afterwards. This helps tounderstand why it is that people
can feel anxious for ongoing periods of time when no
obvious stressor is present.

such as something lurking in the shadows.

6. Decreased activity of the digestive system
The decreased activity of the digestive system allows

more energy to be diverted to systems more immediately
ight or flight. The range of effects you might

relatedto ]
notice as a result of this body change are a decrease in

salivation, resultinginadry mouth anddecreasedactivity

in the digestive system, often producing feelings of
nausea, a heavy stomach or even constipation.

7. Muscle tension

Finally, many of the muscle groups tense up in
preparationforfight/flight andthisresultsinsubjective

feelings of tension, sometimes resulting in aches and pains
and trembling andshaking. Thewhole physical process is

acomprehensive one that often leaves theindividual
feeling quite exhausted.

Behavioural System

Asalready mentioned, the twomain behaviours associated
withfearandanxietyare toeitherfight or flee. Therefore,
the overwhelming urges associated with this response are
those of aggression and a desire to escape, wherever you
are. Oftenthisisnot possible (duetosocial constraints)
and so people often express the urges through behaviours
such as foot tapping, pacingor snapping at people.

Cognitive System

Asthe main objective of the fight/flight responseistoalert

the person to the possible existence of danger, one major
cognitive change is that the individual begins to shift their

attentiontothe surroundings tosearchfor potential threat.
Thisaccountsforthedifficultyinconcentrating that people

who are anxious experience. This is a normal and
important part of the fight/flight response as its purpose is
tostopyoufromattending toyourongoing choresandto
permit you to scan your surroundings for possible danger.
Sometimes an obvious threat cannot be found.
Unfortunately, most of us cannot accept nothavingan
explanationforsomethingandendupsearchingwithin
themselvesforan explanation. Thisoftenresultsinpeople
thinking that thereissomething wrong withthem - they
must be going crazy or dying.

What Causes Anxiety?

The combination of factors whichresultinanindividual
developingan anxiety disorder differ from person to person.
However, there are some major factors that have been
identified, which may be common to sufferers. These
factors can be effectively divided into biological and
psychological causes.

Biological Factors

Ageneticfactorhasbeenlinked to the development of
anxiety disorders. For example, in obsessive-compulsive
disorder, about 20% of first-degree relativeshavealso
sufferedfrom the condition. Overall, basedonfamily
studies, it has been suggested that individuals may inherit a
vulnerability to developing an anxiety disorder.

Psychological Factors

Having this genetic vulnerability does not imply that those
individualswilldevelopananxietydisorder. Agreatdeal
dependsonthe lifestyle of that person, the types of life
stressors they have encountered and their early learning.
For example, if we were taught to fear certain neutral
situationsasachilditcanbecome difficult toextinguish
theselearnedpatternsof behaviour. Therefore, wemay
have developed certain patterns of thinking and behaving
which contribute to the development of an anxiety disorder.

Restoration of the Systems
Once theimmediate danger has abated, the body beginsa
process of restoration back to a more relaxed

state. This is once again controlled by the
autonomic nervous system. This time it instructs

the parasympathetic branch tobegin the process

Summary

Asyoucansee from this description of the fight/flight
response, anxietyisanimportantemotionthatservesto
protectusfromharm. Forsome people the fight/flight
response becomes activatedinsituations wherenoreal
dangeris present. The types of situations vary greatly from
persontoperson. Forexample, simplyanticipating poor
performance on an examination can be enough to activate
thefight/flight response. Ananxietydisorderisusually
diagnosed when a person cannot manage to function
adequatelyintheir daily life due to the frequency and
severity of the symptoms of anxiety. Itisimportant to keep

inmind however, that some anxiety is functional, enabling us
to get to work on time, meet demands, cross busy streets

and remain aware of our surroundings.
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