ELIZABETH COUNSELING AND WELLNESS

Understanding Anxiety: An
Alarm, Not a Flaw

What anxiety is, why it growws, and what genuinely felps.

If anxiety has been taking up a lot of room in your life lately, I'm glad this page found its way to
you. Anxiety can feel confusing, even frightening. But it makes more sense than it seems to. My
hope is that by the end of this page, you'll understand what your body is doing and why, and you'll
know a few things that truly help. There's no wrong way to read this; take what's useful and leave
the rest.

Anxiety is an alarm, not a flaw

Anxiety is your body's built-in protection system. When your brain senses possible danger, it sounds
an alarm: your heart speeds up, your muscles tense, your attention narrows. That response has kept
humans safe for a very long time.

The trouble is, the alarm can't always tell the difference between a real emergency and a hard email,

a crowded room, or an uncertain future. So sometimes it fires when you don't need it.

If that's happening to you, it doesn't mean something in you is broken. It means your protection
system is working overtime, and it can learn to settle.

How anxiety shows up

Anxiety lives in three places at once, and noticing all three can help you catch it earlier.

In your body: a racing heart, tight chest or shoulders, stomach trouble, shakiness, restlessness,
trouble sleeping.

In your thoughts: "what if" questions on repeat, picturing worst cases, trouble concentrating, a sense
that something bad is coming.

In what you do: putting things off, canceling plans, checking and re-checking, asking for a lot of

reassurance, steering around places or people that set off the alarm.
None of this means you're doing anything wrong. It's just the alarm doing its job — too loudly.

1. Where does anxiety show up first for you: your body, your thoughts, or what you do? Your
earliest signal is the one that gives you the most room to respond.

2. What has anxiety been nudging you to avoid lately? No need to change anything yet; just noticing

is a real first step.
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The avoidance loop: why anxiety grows

Avoiding what scares us is the most natural thing in the world. Of course you step away from what

feels dangerous. The catch is what avoidance teaches your brain over time. Here's the loop:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Something sparks the alarm: a situation, a thought, a feeling in your body.

You avoid it, escape it, or put it off.

Relief comes fast, and it feels good. That relief is real.

But your brain takes a note: "That must have been dangerous. Good thing we got out."

Next time, the alarm rings sooner and louder, and the list of things to avoid quietly grows.

What helps: approach in small steps

Here's the good news: the loop runs in both directions. The most reliable way to shrink anxiety is to

show your brain, gently and gradually, that the alarm is a false one. Every time you stay with

something your alarm told you to flee, and nothing terrible happens, your brain updates its notes.

You don't have to leap. Small steps count, and they add up.

One important thing before you begin: this practice is for everyday avoidance: a hard email, an

errand you keep putting off, a phone call, a social plan you'd rather cancel. If the thing you're avoiding

is connected to trauma, brings on panic attacks, or simply feels too big to face alone, please don't

take it on by yourself from a handout. That work belongs in session, where we can go at the right

pace, together.

L.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Pick one everyday thing you've been avoiding that matters to you.

Break it into the smallest step that feels hard but doable: a stretch, not a panic.
Take that step, and stay with the discomfort until it eases a little. It usually will.
Repeat that step until it feels more ordinary. Then take the next small one.

Go at your own pace. You can pause any time. Pausing isn't failing.

And if you start to feel overwhelmed rather than stretched, stop. That's not a failure. It's useful
information, and it's exactly the kind of thing to bring into session so we can work through it
together.
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What helps: calm the body first

When the alarm is loud, you can't think your way quiet. The body needs to hear the all-clear first.
Slow breathing, with the out-breath longer than the in-breath, is one of the simplest ways to send that
signal.

1. Breathe in gently through your nose for a slow count of four.
2. Breathe out even more slowly, for a count of six, like you're softly fogging a window.
3. Keep going for a minute or two. Let your shoulders drop while you do.

%. If your mind wanders, that's fine. Just come back to the next breath.

When to reach out for support

It's time to bring in support when anxiety is getting in the way of your sleep, your work, your
relationships, or the things you care about. Or when the list of things you're avoiding keeps growing.
Or when you're white-knuckling through most days. Or simply when you'd like some company in this.

Here's something worth knowing: therapy for anxiety works. It's one of the most carefully studied
kinds of counseling there is, and most people who stick with it feel meaningfully better. Reaching out
isn't a last resort, and you don't have to be in crisis to deserve help. You don't have to have
everything figured out before you reach out.

Anxiety is loud, but it is not thie truth about you or your future. Be patient with
yourself. You're workRing with a nervous system thiat's trying iard to protect
you, and it can learn a calmer way.

This handout is a companion to therapy, not a replacement for it. Please bring anything that feels heavy or stuck
into session, and we'll work through it together. If you're in crisis, call or text 988 (Suicide & Crisis Lifeline) any time,
day or night.
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