
HEALTH ANXIETY
WORKBOOK 2



LET’S RECAP ON WHAT WE LEARNED IN OUR LAST SESSION 

HEALTH ANXIETY AND THE BODY 

In session 2 we focussed on the physiological symptoms of health anxiety. 
By having an understanding of this we can begin to better manage our 
anxiety.  



A very useful part of your fight/flight response is that it makes you focus 
your attention on possible threats and ways to escape these threats. For 
example, if you are walking through the bush looking at wildflowers and you 
come across a snake, your attention is likely to be drawn to the snake. You 
may find it hard to look at anything other than the snake, unless it is to look 
around for the safest path away or perhaps a stick to protect yourself with. 
At that moment, you are probably not focussed on the sound of the breeze 
blowing through the trees, the colour of the sky and clouds, whether your 
feet are feeling comfortable in your shoes, or the motion of birds as they 
dart between the trees above.  

Your attention has been drawn to focus on the threat before you in an effort 
to protect you from harm. You may also find that for the rest of your walk 
that day, you scan the ground more frequently and are in a generally higher 
state of alert. You may even jump at the sound of leaves rustling or the sight 
of slight movement out of the corner of your eye. 

Most people, most of the time, will not pay much attention to minor 
discomfort, changes in their bodily functions (e.g., heart rate), bodily noises, 
minor lumps and bumps that come and go, and increases or decreases in 
their energy levels. For the most part, we accept that our bodies are like 
noisy old cars – sometimes they run well, sometimes they run a little rough, 
but for the most part they just keep on running so long as we add fuel and 
get the occasional tune-up. 

However, just as a snake might seem 
threatening to some of us and hence 
we become sensitive to its presence 
in order to protect ourselves; people 
with health anxiety believe their 
health is under threat, and become 
sensitive to their health in order to 
protect themselves. 



In the case of health anxiety, you can become more sensitive or “tuned in” 
to signs or symptoms of illness. People with health anxiety will tend to pay 
closer attention to sensations or changes in their bodies, noticing things that 
others would simply not pay any attention to. 

TRIGGERS 

Internal triggers include bodily sensations that 
we see as threatening. E.g., change of heart 
rate and breathing.  

External triggers can be situations 
or activities we see as threatening. 
E.g., exercise.

What do you notice in your body when you become anxious? 

Unfortunately, focussing on a symptom can sometimes amplify the intensity 
of the symptom. Going back to our snake example, the more you focus on 
the snake the more aware you will become of the size, colour and shape of 
the snake. Similarly, the more you focus on your symptoms, the more aware 
you will become of the peculiarities of that symptom, and the more likely 
you will be to worry about and further focus on the symptom. We will cover 
more about this in the sessions to come. 



ANXIETY 

Anxiety is our automatic survival instinct, which protects us from a real 
danger.  

This comes on when we think something bad is going to happen. 

When we become anxious our body goes through physiological changes, 
also called the fight-flight-freeze response.  

This protects us from danger by preparing our body to take action. 

The ‘fight or flight’ response is a normal and helpful response when we are 
faced with an immediate physical danger or threat  

But… 

Can be triggered by a ‘false alarm’ where there 
is no ‘real’ threat.  



PERCEIVED THREAT 

Walking through a dark alley and thinking something bad might 
happen.  

Reading about an illness and thinking we might have it! 

Thinking that there is something wrong with us. 

ALTHOUGH THESE ARE UNPLEASANT THOUGHTS THAT WOULD MAKE 
MOST PEOPLE ANXIOUS, THEY ARE NOT AN ACTUAL THREAT. 

When our anxiety is heightened: 

• Breathing changes to help oxygen
to be carried around your lungs,
arms and legs.

• Side effects may be chest pain,
breathlessness, choking feeling,
blurred vision.

• Although you may feel dizzy you will
not faint…

• To faint your blood pressure has to
drop – when we are anxious, our
blood pressure is temporarily raised
because our heart is beating faster.



People who suffer with anxiety often experience panic attacks. However, this does 
not mean everyone will.  

A panic attack is a sudden rush of intense feelings and bodily changes, which can 
be very frightening and highly uncomfortable. They happen suddenly, often for no 
clear reason. And it last for about 5-20 minutes.  

The symptoms of panic are intense and does not last as long as anxiety, which are 
less intense and for longer.  

Although the physical sensations of anxiety and panic can be unpleasant and 
scary, they are not harmful! 

You may also naturally want to escape the situation that is making you feel worse. 

However, if you are able to stay in or face your feared situation your anxiety will 
come down.  



In what situations do you tend to notice changes in your body? 

When you notice changes what do you think they mean? 

HABITUATION 

REMAIN WITH THE ANXIETY FEELINGS LONG ENOUGH FOR THEM TO COME 
DOWN NATURALLY WITHOUT AVOIDING OR ESCAPING FROM THEM. THIS IS 

CALLED 'HABITUATION'. 



LEARNING TO MANAGE PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF ANXIETY 

Remember our fight/flight response can feel unpleasant even scary but it’s 
not dangerous. 

Avoidance and using checking / reassurance seeking to reduce these 
feelings can make it more likely to stay around. 

Allowing ourselves to experience unpleasant thoughts and feelings and 
just sitting with it can really help over time. 

When the urge to check or seek reassurance has passed that’s when to 
use calming strategies as these will reduce your overall stress 
levels/effects of fight/flight on the body. 

TECHNIQUES TO HELP REDUCE ANXIETY 

• Controlled Breathing
• Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR)
• Distraction Techniques



Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

This relaxation technique involves stretching different muscles in turn and then relaxing them 

to release tension from the body and relax your mind.   

Set aside 15 to 20 minutes for this exercise with no interruptions or distractions. 

Find a warm, quiet place with no distractions. Get completely comfortable, either sitting or lying 

down.   

Close your eyes and begin by focusing on your breathing; breathing slowly and steadily, as 

described above.   

If you have pain in certain muscles, or if there are muscles that you find it difficult to focus on, 

spend more time on relaxing other parts. Aim to learn the difference between tight and relaxed 

muscles. Focus on muscles changing from tight to relaxed.  

Forehead  

Pull your eyebrows together and feel the tension, then gradually let your forehead smooth out. 

Eyes  

Screw your eyes up tight then gradually let them smooth out, leaving your eyes closed, feeling 

your eyeballs sink and your eyelids droop. Let them get really heavy.  

Jaw 

Bite your back teeth together, then gradually ease off, and let your jaw get heavy. Now 

open your mouth wide enough to stretch the hinges of your jaw and then release the 

tension and feel the relaxation in your mouth and jaw.  

Neck and Shoulders  

Hunch your shoulders and hold for 5 seconds then gradually let them settle down, notice the 

difference between the tension and the relaxation in your neck and shoulders.  

Hands and arms  

Clench your fists, and tense your arms out straight; feel the tightness in your hands and arms, 

hold for 5 seconds then slowly relax them. Let as much tension go as possible.  

Tummy  

Pull in your tummy tight then gradually let it go feeling it relax. 

Thighs 

Push your heels down hard against the floor, feeling the tightness in your thighs, then gradually 

let that go.  

Calves  

Point your toes and feel the tension in your calves, then gradually let that tightness and tension 

go.  

Feet  

Curl your toes downward feel the tension in your toes and feet then gradually relax them again. 



To help you focus on the here and now you can print these grounding cards 
or screenshot them on your phone to use as a prompt. 

THE 5,4,3,2,1 TECHNIQUE 

Name 5 things you can see in the room with you (e.g., 
chair, painting) 

Name 4 things you can feel (e.g., my feet on the floor, 
cool air on my skin) 

Name 3 things you can hear right now (e.g., people 
talking outside) 

Name 2 things you can smell right now (e.g., toast, 
perfume) 

Name 1 good thing about yourself (e.g., I am strong) 

TOUCH AND DESCRIBE AN OBJECT 

Find an object around you e.g., cushion, handbag, 
water bottle. 

Try to describe it as if you are explaining it to someone 
who has never seen it before. e.g. 

“This is a cushion; it is a square shape with a red and 
purple pattern of stripes…it feels soft with some hard 

ridges around the corners” 

Repeat until you feel calm. 

MEMORY GAME 

When you are feeling anxious, you need to try to reorient 
yourself to the present moment and using declarative 

memory can help with this.  

For example: 

Name as many types of dogs breeds you can. 

How many cities have you visited around the world? 
Repeat the alphabet backwards. 

SAY YOUR MANTRA 

When you are not in an anxious state, it can be helpful to 
develop a list of personal mantras or affirmations that help 
you when you become panicked or disoriented. Write them 

down somewhere and keep them in your handbag.  

For example: 
I am safe, I am here in the present moment. 

This feeling will pass, nothing bad is happening right now 
I can handle these emotions, I am strong. 



Square Breathing 

Getting your breathing under control can be hugely 
effective in reducing anxiety. Square breathing is a 

simple way to refocus your attention to your breath 
and the present moment. 

With your index finger, slowly trace the shape of a 
square in front of you, keeping your eyes on that 

finger. 

With one side, breathe in for 4 seconds… 

With the next side, hold your breath for 1 second… 

With the third side, breathe out for 4 seconds… 

With the final side, hold for 1 second… 

Self Soothe Box 

It's recommended to have a range of sensory things 
and something to focus your mind on. You could 

include something to smell, to touch, to look at and 
maybe even something to taste. 

Touch – Soft fabric, feather, stress toys, playdough. 
This serves as a good distraction for your hands and 

can encourage your muscles to relax. 

Smell – Peppermint for grounding, lavender, rose or 
chamomile for relaxation. Smells you find comforting. 

Taste - A boiled sweet, chocolate, mints. 

Music – Write down calming songs that are personal 
to you. Use a wind-up music box. 

Memories – Photos of people or places with positive 
memories linked to them. A nostalgic item. 

Positive Affirmation/Quote Cards/Breathing Cards 

Activity – Having an activity to complete can really 
help you self-soothe. Colouring sheets, puzzle books, 

poetry, cross stitch 



SUMMARY 

 What is fight/flight?

 How does it affect me?

 What does it have to do with Health Anxiety?

 Effects on the body?

 Ways to calm the body

WHEN YOU GET THE URGE TO CHECK YOUR BODY OR SEEK 
REASSURANCE DISTRACT YOURSELF. DO NOT TRY TO 
RELAX!  

THE VICIOUS CYCLE OF HEALTH ANXIETY 
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