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Welcome to the Wellbeing. Learn practical strategies for managing excessive 
worry about health with our clinically proven online course for health anxiety. 

At a Glance 

Health anxiety is characterised by feeling overly anxious about having or 
developing serious illnesses or diseases. Many people with health anxiety seek 
excessive reassurance such as repeated doctor visits, requests for medical 
investigations, googling of medical symptoms or checking and scanning their body 
for any signs of illness or abnormality. They can also avoid places, situations or 
conversations about health topics. 

Fortunately, health anxiety is very treatable and many people who seek help can 
get better. This course will teach you practical skills to tackle persistent worry 
about your health and improve the way you feel.  

Course Structure 

Week 1: Understanding health anxiety 

Week 2: Anxiety and the body  

Week 3: Attention 

Week 4: Thoughts  

Week 5: Behaviour's part 1: checking and reassurance 

Week 6: Behaviour's part 2: avoidance and safety behaviours 

Week 7: Deeper beliefs 

Week 8: Maintaining progress and staying well  



INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the Wellbeing Health Anxiety Course. From time to time, we 
will all worry about things like relationships, work, finances, and, of course, 
our health. Everyone, at some point or another, will notice sensations or 
changes in their bodies, will wonder whether they could have a serious 
medical problem, and will take steps to relieve their health worries and 
concerns. However, there is a difference between general concern about 
health, which we all have from time to time, and more problematic health 
anxiety.   

Are you a person who finds that you worry a great deal about your health? 
Have you noticed that your effort to find answers for your symptoms is 
impacting on you in a negative way? If so, you may want to continue with 
this course and commit to learning.  

The aim of this course is to provide you with an understanding of health 
anxiety, to discover whether health anxiety is a problem for you, work 
through ways that can improve your symptoms to help you reduce the 
negative impact that health anxiety has on your life. 

WHAT IS HEALTH? 

Before we talk about health anxiety, it is important that we first consider 
what “health” is and to recognise that health means different things to 
different people.   

Many people will consider health to mean the absence of disease, injury or 
disability. However, the meaning of health changes from person to person, 
and across cultures and continents. For example, an extremely fit athlete 
might consider themselves to be unhealthy if they suffer an injury that 
prevents them from training. However, a person with a diagnosed condition, 
such as diabetes or asthma, could consider themselves as healthy if they 
are managing their condition well.   

Most definitions of health therefore extend beyond the concept of a mere 
absence of disease, in 

jury or disability, to include a person’s state of physical, mental and social 
functioning. Most importantly, rather than thinking about health in black and 



white terms (i.e.., we either have or don’t have health in these areas), most 
definitions of health consider these three areas of functioning to be on a 
continuum ranging from very poor to excellent.  Before we go any further, 
take a few moments to describe your overall health. 

Now notice how you described your health. What did you focus on? What 
aspects of health stood out as being the most important to you? Did you 
consider you physical, mental and social functioning and wellbeing?   



WHAT IS HEALTH ANXIETY? 

Anxiety comes about at times when we think something bad might or will 
happen. This is actually a survival instinct and can be particularly helpful for 
us in real life-threatening situations. For example, if you are confronted by 
a dangerous animal, it is helpful for your brain to recognise the threat and 
to tell your body to run, hide, or get ready to fight. Your body will therefore 
go through a range of physiological changes known as the “fight or flight” 
response, which helps to prepare our bodies and protect us from danger. 

There are times however when we can experience an anxiety response due 
simply to a perceived threat. Have you been concerned that others might 
dislike a speech you are about to give and noticed your heart beating faster? 
Have you ever walked through a dark alley at night and felt tense while 
worrying that something bad might happen? In both of these situations 
something bad may or may not happen, but what is important, is that if you 
believe there is some danger you will usually feel some level of anxiety.  



Health anxiety therefore refers to the experience of thinking that there may 
be a threat to your health, which consequently triggers your anxiety 
response.   

While we may think and worry about any number of health-related issues, 
some of the more common health related fears include having or developing 
cancer, Alzheimer’s Disease, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, a 
mental illness such as schizophrenia, a thyroid disorder, or that you may 
have a heart attack. Not everyone thinks about specific problems though. 
Your fears could be more general, in that you simply think that something is 
“not quite right”.   

In what ways do you worry about your health? What would you consider to 
be the greatest threats to your overall health? Do you worry about particular 
physical symptoms? Is there a particular health problem, illness or disease 
that you are concerned (or even convinced) that you may have now or will 
develop in the future? 

In some cases, the fear we have may even be about the health of a loved 
one. For example, a parent who has noticed their child is tired frequently 
may become worried that their child has leukaemia, or a person who has 
noticed that their partner has been coughing frequently may begin to worry 
that they have lung 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. 



HEALTH ANXIETY CHECKLIST 

Do you often worry about your health?  

Do you often worry about specific symptoms? 

Do you worry about suffering from one or more illnesses? 

Are you convinced you might develop a specific illness now or later in the 
future?  

If you notice changes in your body, will you spend a lot your time focusing 
on these?  

When you experience physical sensations (‘butterflies’ in your stomach, 
muscle tension, dizziness or breathlessness) does this make you worry 
more about your body?  

Do you often ask others for reassurance about your health and symptoms? 
(GP, family or friends).  

Do you check, poke and squeeze your body often? (e.g., moles, breasts or 
testicles)  

Do you avoid situations, places or activities because they make you worry 
about your health? (e.g., visiting relatives in hospital or watching 
programmes about illness).  

Do you spend a lot of time trying to find answers to health worries?  



SYMPTOMS 

Thoughts go through our mind which may include images, memories or an 
idea that appears in our mind. E.g., imagining yourself in a wheelchair.  

Someone with the thought “what if I have MS” may experience the following 
symptoms:  

Anxiety is a feeling in response to the thought in our minds. We experience 
anxiety when we think something bad is going to happen.  

Physical sensations such as muscle tension, stomach churning, 
restlessness, disturbed sleep and poor concentration often comes with 
anxiety.  



Thoughts can lead to feelings and physical sensations in our body. 

Physical sensations can also impact what we think and feel.  

We call this the MIND-BODY CONNECTION.  



Health anxiety is a relatively common condition, known to affect some 4% 
to 5% of people. Health anxiety can develop for a number of reasons: 

• Early experiences (illness and death)
• Ongoing medical investigations
• Learned through watching others (worrying, seek reassurance,

checking)
• Negative health information from TV, newspapers, online
• Stressful period (problems at work, family breakdown,

bereavements)
• Difficult to determine the exact reason
• Role of our individual unique genetic make-up
• And our unique background and life experiences

To a certain extent, milder forms of health anxiety can affect us all from time 
to time. Who hasn’t been concerned when we are waiting for some test 
results to come back, or had some worrisome thoughts about a new lump 
or bump that we have noticed? So, at what point does mild health anxiety 
become a problem? While having concerns about your health and seeking 
advice and appropriate health checks are something that all human beings 
experience, as with anything, too much of something can be bad for you.   

Health concerns can become a problem when they: 

• are excessive,
• are out of proportion to the realistic likelihood of having an actual

and serious 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., from doctors, family or friends), or
avoidance (e.g., of check-ups, doctors, health related information),
and

• cause you significant distress or impair your ability to go about your
day-to-day life.

FROM HERE ON IN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT HEALTH ANXIETY, WE WILL BE 
REFERRING TO PROBELAMTIC ANXIETY. 



HEALTH ANXIETY TRIGGERS 



THE VICIOUS CYCLE OF HEALTH ANXIETY 

To break the vicious cycle of health anxiety, we need to action each "cog" 
of the Health Anxiety machinery. 

• Learn about your triggers and unhelpful patterns – what it is that
keeps your vicious cycle going.

• Much of what we think and do is automatic – we often aren’t aware
of it (e.g., driving a car).

• To change these automatic thoughts and actions we need to start
identifying them and when we do them so that we know what to
change.

HEALTH ANXIETY 
"I AM SERIOUSLY 

ILL"

WORRY ABOUT 
HEALTH

MISINTERPRET 
BODY 

SENSATIONS

FOCUS ON 
BODY AND 

CHECK BODY 
FREQUENTLY

AVOID 
TRIGGERS 
"HEARING 

ABOUT 
ILLNESS"

REASSURANCE 
SEEKING

CHECK HEALTH 
INFROMATION



COMPLETE YOUR OWN VICIOUS CYCLE 

TRIGGER – PERCEIVED THREAT 

THOUGHTS 

BODY 

EMOTIONS 

BEHAVIOURS 



START WITH A DIARY 
We cannot change what we are not aware of. The idea is to bring attention to how health anxiety 

impacts you. 

Date/ 
Time 

Trigger situation 
(what, when, 
where, who?)  

Thoughts 
(What went 
through your 
mind? Thoughts, 
images, 
memories) 

Feelings/ 
Emotions 
(anxiety, 
fear, sad) 

Body 
(What 
physical 
sensations 
did you 
have?) 

Behaviours 
(How did you 
respond? What 
did you do? Or 
not do?)  
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