
What is anxiety? 
Anxiety impacts us in at least four different ways. It affects: 

The way we feel. The way our body works. 
The way we think. The way we behave. 

 

What does that look like? 
 

How you feel 
• Anxious, nervous, worried, 

frightened 
• Feeling like something awful is 

going to happen 
• Tense, stressed, uptight, on edge, 

unsettled 
• Unreal, strange, woozy, detached 
• Panicky 

 

 

How you think 
• Constant worrying 
• Can’t concentrate 
• Racing thoughts 
• Mind jumping from one thing to 

another 
• Imagining the worst and dwelling 

on it 
• Ruminating 

 
 

How your body works 
• Heart pounds, races, skips a beat 
• Chest feels tight or painful 
• Tingling or numbness in toes or 

fingers 
• Stomach churning or butterflies 
• Feeling of having to go to the 

bathroom 
• Feeling jumpy or restless 
• Tense muscles, headache 
• Sweating 
• Breathing changes 
• Dizzy, light-headed 

 

 

How you behave 
• Pace back and forth 
• Talk quickly or more than usual 
• Become quiet 
• Become irritable 
• Eat more or less 
• Avoid feared situations 

  



Why is my body doing this to me? 
Anxiety is the feeling we get when our body responds to a frightening or 

threatening experience. It has been called the fight or flight response. 

It is simply your body preparing for action to either fight danger or 
run away from it as fast as possible. The purpose of the physical symptoms 

of anxiety therefore is to prepare your body to cope with threat. 
 

 

To understand what is happening in your body, imagine that you are about to be attacked. As 
soon as you are aware of the threat, your muscles tense, ready for action. Your heart beats 

faster to carry blood to your muscles and brain, where it is most needed. You breathe faster to 
provide oxygen which is needed for energy. You sweat to stop your body from overheating. Your 

mouth becomes dry and your stomach may have butterflies. 

 

The fight or flight response is a really basic system that probably goes 

back to the days of cavemen, and is present in animals who depend on it 

for their survival. Fortunately, nowadays we are not often in such life or 
death situations. Unfortunately, many of these stresses we do face can’t 
be fought off or run away from, so the symptoms don’t help. In fact, they 

often make us feel worse, especially if we don’t understand them. 
 

What keeps anxiety going? 
Thoughts q Feelings q 

Bodily 
Symptoms q 

Feeling 
anxious 

 
An event happens and we have a thought about the event… 
“I have a test tomorrow and I haven’t studied at all. I’m going to fail.” 
  …How we think about the event determines how we feel about it… 
  I feel really nervous. 
    …which generates the symptoms of anxiety… 
    My stomach hurts and I’m breathing fast. 
       …and results in feeling anxious. 
       “Helloooo anxiety.” 


