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Why do we experience Anxiety? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Worry is just one of the many feelings we experience. Not everyone who 

experiences worry and anxiety will feel it in the same way and this is ok.  

Worry or Anxiety is normal. Everyone experiences anxiety from time to 

time.  

 

• We need some anxiety. Anxiety, for example, may help us to think faster to 

come up with solutions to problems that are worrying us. It can also help us 

perform at our best (e.g. by getting us to study for an exam or practice for a 

big game). 

 

• The fear system: We are all born with a system to recognise danger and to 

survive threats. This is called the fear system or the fight or flight system. It 

helps to get us ready for danger by scanning for threat and then by causing 

many fast changes in the body and mind to give us the energy to run away, 

to fight back or in some cases to freeze so as to get us to safety. This alarm 

system causes many changes in our body to help us to run fast or to fight 

strongly; blood is pumped to our arms and legs to help us to run away fast, 

our muscles tense to help us to throw strong punches, our heart beats 

faster to pump the blood around quicker, our pupils get bigger to see more, 

causing changes in our vision, our breathing quickens to get more energy to 

our bodies in the oxygen that we breathe in and the body gets hotter as 

these changes speed everything up.  
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• This alarm system worked well over 100,000 years ago when humans faced 

a lot of physical threats and dangers like dinosaurs, wild animals and attacks 

from other tribes. But today when our threats have changed this old -

fashioned fear system still works the same way which can cause all kinds of 

unpleasant feelings in our body when anxiety or fear kicks in. The body 

doesn’t care if the danger is in the environment (fire/ spider) or in our mind 

(angry boss / talking to a stranger). Anytime we feel fear these changes 

happen without us even having to think about it (automatically). Without 

anxiety, we would not survive.  

 

• Because our fear or anxiety reactions are designed to keep us alive 

sometimes these changes become very sensitive to any sense of threat or 

danger because your safety is the number one priority. If you are 

experiencing a lot of worry, anxiety or stress this might mean that you have 

a lot of changes happening in your body and your mind. This is perfectly 

normal; your body and mind are trying to protect you but over time you 

may feel tired, irritable, unable to concentrate, have trouble breathing 

steadily or have trouble concentrating on the here and now.  
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• How my thoughts are linked to how I feel and what I do: 

 

 

• Thoughts are the things that we say to ourselves in our mind without 

speaking out loud. We can have many thoughts every hour of the day. 

We all have our own way of thinking about things, and how we think has 

a big effect on how we feel. 

 

• Most people think that things that happen to us cause feelings. For 

example, how many times have you said “You make me so angry” or 

“That noise scared me”, however, things that happen to us like traffic 

jams or a fight with a friend cannot be fully responsible for your feelings. 

Why? Your feelings depend on what you are telling yourself about what 

is happening and these thoughts may also affect what you might do or 

how you will behave in that situation.
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For example, imagine that you are out for a walk and you see a dog. If you 

think the dog is dangerous and will bite you, you will feel scared. But, if you 

think the dog is cute, you will feel calm and want to pet it.  

Often, we might not even know what we are thinking but because our 

thoughts have such a big impact on how we feel, it is important to start paying 

attention to what we are saying to ourselves. Below is an example of how 

unhelpful thoughts can affect us. 
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The Vicious Cycle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

In the example here, the person’s thought is “I am boring and other people 

don’t like me”, the person then feels anxious or worried, she is afraid of talking 

to others. She may have some physical changes in her body because she feels 

fear, e.g. stomach upset / a headache before talking to others. She might 

decide to stay away from other people to help her to cope. In this example we 

can see that how we think can affect how we feel and what we do- becoming 

aware of our thinking is a very important step in managing how we feel.   

 

 

     Feeling:                   

Anxious/Afraid of  

      Talking to others       

  

Thought: I am 

boring and other 

people don’t like me  

 

Behaviour:  Avoiding    

other people 
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Managing Anxiety During the Coronavirus 
 

Why is it so important to stay calm? 

 
Our body has two systems; the fear system which we spoke about is a 
response to stress or danger and the opposite ‘rest and digest’ system which 
allows us to feel safe and calm. When one system is turned on the other is 
turned off. The image below explains what this means for our bodies and 
minds. 

 

 

                                

 

When we are threatened by something, our fear system is turned on so that 

we are ready to protect ourselves. 

In the short term, e.g. if we are crossing a busy street, it can be helpful to be in 

the fear system mode, so we will spot danger quickly and we can move quickly 

to safety if we need to. 

Fear System Rest & Digest 

Pupils dilate 

Restless 

Heart rate  

Breathing  

Blood pressure  

 

Blood flow to 

muscles 

Very Alert 

More blood flow to the brain 

Can sleep better (rest and repair) 

Blood flow to digestive system 

Calm 
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However, in the long term if our fear system stays on all the time this is 

exhausting as all of our blood flow is going to our muscles in readiness to run, 

it is not going to our digestive system, so we don’t get the nutrients or energy 

we need from our food so easily. It is hard to sleep, so our bodies don’t repair 

and recover as well. We may not get enough blood flow to the brain, so it is 

harder to manage our emotions. 

Please find some resources and exercises below that may be helpful for 

managing anxiety. 
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Resources 
 

YouTube Clips 
 

Soothing Relaxation 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZYbU82GVz4 

 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ihO02wUzgkc 

 

Breathing exercises 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRYuWL413cU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ORZ8uu3rOo 

 

Grounding exercise 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cEUenMhMoY 

 

WHO Stress Management Resources 

https://www.who.int/publications-detail/9789240003927 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZYbU82GVz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRYuWL413cU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ORZ8uu3rOo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cEUenMhMoY
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/9789240003927


11 
 

Relaxation Exercises 
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Mindfulness Exercises 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breathing awareness exercise 

 

• Lie on your back with your arms relaxed by your 
sides. Take a moment to get comfortable, knees up or 
down as you please. 

• Bring your awareness to your breathing. 
• There is no right way to breathe. Just relax and 

breathe normally. 
• Try to imagine the air is coming from far away, and 

you blow it out to a distant place. 
• You might also say the words ‘in’ and ‘out’ in your 

mind to match your breathing. Or perhaps think of the 
word ‘relax’ with each exhale. 

• Concentrate on your chest rising and falling – can you 
feel it? Can you taste or smell the air as you breathe 
in? Is it cool or warm? 

• Your mind will probably wander at some point, and 
thoughts may arise. 

• Don’t worry if you have thoughts. Acknowledge them, 
and then gently bring your focus back to your 
breathing. 

• As you continue breathing, feel your body gently sink 
into your mattress little by little. 
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Body Scan 

 

 

 

• Lie down and get yourself comfortable. 
• Imagine your mind leaving your head and travelling through 

your body to one of your feet. 
• How does your foot feel? Is it relaxed, tense or sore? Is it 

hot or cold? 
• Don’t make any judgments on how it feels – simply scan 

and observe how you feel. 
• Imagine your toe and foot muscles tightening and relaxing 

again. 
• Then take your mind up to your calf, knee and thigh. 
• Stop in each body part to repeat the scanning, muscle 

tensing and relaxing. 
• Repeat the exercise with your other leg. 
• Move to a hand and work your way up both arms. 
• Scan, tense and relax your back, stomach, chest, shoulders 

and face. 
• You can either imagine your muscles tensing and relaxing, 

or physically tense and relax them – do what feels best. 
• You will know it’s starting to work when your limbs begin to 

feel heavy and you’re happy to sink comfortably into your 
mattress. 

• You might find your mind wanders at times. Acknowledge 
any thoughts that arise in a positive way but bring your mind 
gently back to the exercise. 
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Mindfulness Colouring Sheets 
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Grounding Exercises 
 

Grounding is a term for bringing ourselves back into the present when we start 

to feel emotionally overwhelmed and out of control. Anxiety can often make 

us feel like this and it often goes with thoughts like ‘I can’t cope with this 

anymore’ and ‘I don’t know what to do’. It also goes hand in hand with 

tearfulness, breathing very quickly or starting to feel nauseous. Below are 

some grounding strategies that you might find helpful when you are feeling 

anxious: 

• 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 – this is a simple grounding exercise that can be done anywhere 

and there are five steps: 

 

1. Notice 5 things you can see right now – things close to you, further 

away, out of the window. Notice them in detail, name their shapes 

and colours in your head. 

2. Notice 4 things that you can hear – again some things might be 

outside, some might be inside, some might be even in your own 

body. 

3. Notice 3 things you can feel – it might be pressure of your back and 

bum on your seat, or feet on the ground (this can be helpful as it is a 

reminder that we are always physically grounded). You might notice 

the feel of clothes on your skin, or your temperature or the feel of air 

moving in and out of your lungs. 

4. Notice 2 things you can smell – this can be difficult, but often our 

own clothes keep a smell, or we might smell food or an air freshener. 

5. Notice 1 thing you can taste – this can be very hard as we rarely focus 

on taste unless we are eating, but have a go and just focus on your 

taste sense for a bit and see what you notice. 

A tactile object – having a stress ball to squeeze, beads on a string that you can 

move up or down, a bouncy ball to throw and catch, a soft blanket to stroke or 

any other tactile object to interact with to keep you focussed on the present 

can help. It can be particularly helpful if the object is associated with positive 

memories i.e. a shell from a beach you like to visit, or a gift from a friend. 


