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Saturday, May 16, 2015
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here

 

This is a summary of a presentation given at the  

2nd Annual Spring to Life Conference on Hematologic Malignancies™,  

held Saturday, May 16, 2015 in Albany, New York.  

 

For more information on this conference, please visit www.spring2lifeheme.org. 
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SESSION 2
2:15PM – 3:15PM

Anxiety and Coping

Edward Dick, LCSW
Clinical Social Worker

Hoosick, New York

 

 

Experience of anxiety is universal, we all experience anxiety, although it comes in various forms 

and we feel it in a variety of ways.  

Exercise 

Take a moment to think about a situation that makes you anxious or has made you anxious in 

the past. Think about what was going through your mind and how your body felt. Some people 

feel numb, out of breath, unfocused, tight, and/or feel their heart racing. 

When you understand how your mind and body react, you can develop coping skills. 
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THE EVOLUTION OF OUR 
FEAR RESPONSE

Flight – Fight – Freeze Response

Importance for survival and development

 

 

The flight-fight-freeze response is an important animal response conserved throughout 

evolution. 
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THE EVOLUTION OF OUR FEAR 
RESPONSE

Engaging our flight/fight response

 

 

Long, long, ago, when we roamed the earth, we used the flight-fight response for survival when 

faced by a threat.  

What is your own sense when you are in a situation that makes you anxious or fearful? Do you 

want to run out the door? Do you want to deny it or push it away?  

In the modern world, we are usually contained (for example, in a car, in an office). Because of 

that, flight or fight is not an option, instead we often end up freezing. 
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WHAT HAPPENS TO US PHYSICALLY?

• Short breath engages our stress chemicals:

• Adrenalin

• Norepinephrine

• Cortisol 

—Gives us energy to run or fight or freeze —

 

 

Breath is a critical part of the fight-flight response. The trigger breath / gasp that you take when 

confronted with a “threat” engages the body’s stress chemicals: adrenalin, norepinephrine, 

cortisol. They give us energy to run or fight. 
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WHAT HAPPENS TO US PHYSICALLY?
THE “PROBLEM”

• There is nowhere to run from some modern day 
threats (like cancer)

• We make the stress chemicals, but they sit in the 
body making us:
• Anxious
• Worried
• Afraid
• Edgy

 

 

If we were able to fully respond to a threat today, as we did long ago, we would use up the 

stress chemicals created by the body. Today, as we sit in the doctor’s office, a car, etc., those 

chemicals stick around and leave us feeling jittery or anxious. 

We have 2 basic rhythms in our body: our heartbeat and our breath. Both are automatic, but 

you can manipulate or manage your breath. That is one of the reasons breath is an important 

feature of meditation and yoga—it can be used to quiet or engage your emotions. 

Often, people living with chronic stress, fear, or anxiety, take shorter breaths, more like the 

short trigger breath taken when faced with a “threat.” 

Breathing down into belly, is a breath of calm.  

Exercise 

Practice taking slow, deep belly breaths.  
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WHAT HAPPENS TO US PHYSICALLY?
THE FEAR CENTER

• Amygdala gets engaged

• Frontal lobe (thought moderating 
center) begins to shut down, 
lessening our ability to be 
reasonable, objective, and 
rational in our thought process

DOUG: Please remove “hippocampus” and “anterior 
cingulate Cortex” labels.
Replace “prefrontal cortex” with “Prefrontal Cortex of 
Frontal Lobe

Prefrontal Cortex
of Frontal Lobe

Amygdala

 

 

The amygdala is a part of our brain sometimes called the fear center. It responds to fear in a 

black-or-white way; it is on or it is off and it does not have a sense of time. It shuts down the 

frontal lobe of the brain where rational thinking takes place. That is why people often feel 

confused or have racing thoughts.  

The amygdala can get engaged in the face of a sudden situation (for example, near collision in 

car) or it can happen stay engaged over time (for example, when facing long-term stress, such 

as financial problems or illness). With long-term illness, the amygdala is always in ready mode, 

making it hard to feel calm or think clearly. Coping skills can help calm the amygdala.  
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WHAT HAPPENS TO US PHYSICALLY? 
AUTOMATIC THOUGHTS

• The Future 
• A place where there is less control
• Leads to worries and fears 

• The Past
• Can conjure up thoughts and regrets 

about events or unresolved injuries 
to the body or spirit 

—Both Places Cause Us To Feel Less 
Control—

The thought train 

has left the 

station…

 

 

We have an automatic “thought train” going on in the back of our brains all the time.  
 
It carries our collection of our to do or undone list (got to get gas in the car, got to pick up 
something for dinner, got to call Sara about the party Saturday). 
 
These thoughts are all about the future. When we think about the future we move into a place 
where there is less control. These thoughts lead into worries and fears. Then the “thought train” 
leaves the station loaded with all the things we worry about and are anxious about. 
 
The same thing occurs with the past. The past can conjure up rumination and regret over events 
or unresolved injuries to the body or spirit.  
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WHAT HAPPENS TO US PHYSICALLY? 
AUTOMATIC THOUGHTS

• The Present

• Where we have the most control

• Here, we can actively create counterbalancing 
thoughts that are more intentional and helpful to us
• Not easy

• Takes patience and practice - develop the skill of 
noticing unhelpful automatic thoughts and swapping 
them with more helpful ones

 

 

The place where we have the most control is in the present. Bringing ourselves back into the 
present means we have to actively create counter-balancing thoughts, which are more helpful 
to us. This is not easy, we have automatically been having a dialogue with our automatic 
thoughts since we were young. But, with patience and practice, we can gradually develop the 
skill of recognizing our unhelpful automatic thoughts and replacing them with more helpful 
ones. 
 
Exercise 
Bring up a “worry” thought. Listen to your mind’s background noise. What are you thinking in 
the back of your mind? Acknowledge those automatic thoughts and offer a reassuring thought 
to counter-balance them. For example, “yes this is scary, but the doctor has a plan for me” or “I 
am doing okay right now.” 
 
Try to bring yourself to the present, where you have more control.  
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DURABILITY, RESILIENCY, 
AWARENESS, COMPASSION

• Happiness is over-rated

• Emotional flow is more  important than being 
“positive” all the time

• No one is positive all the time

 

 

• Happiness is overrated. 
• Acknowledging and allowing emotional flow is more important than being “positive” all the 

time. No one is positive all the time. 
• Durability says, “This is horrible, scary, and full of worry, but, I will get through this. I can get 

through this. 
• Resiliency says, “I’ve felt like crap for the last few days, but maybe tomorrow I’ll feel a bit 

better. This is temporary.” 
• Compassion says, “I can allow all of my feelings and not have to get too attached to any of 

them.” 
• Awareness says, “What messages is my body/mind giving me right now, and what thoughts 

are they generating, and what adjustments am I needing to make to re-center.” 
 
Coping does not mean making anxiety or fear go away. It is using strategies to calm yourself 
down. 
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MANAGING OUR THOUGHTS 
AND FEELINGS

• Breathwork
• Rebalancing self-talk
• Meditation, mindfulness
• Guided imagery
• Music
• Art
• Exercise
• Counseling
• Family/Friends

 

 

Breathwork exercises: Rebalance our breathing and engage our endorphins, like serotonin. A major 
rhythm in our body is our breath and we can use it to calm ourselves and re-center (Yoga, Tai Chi). 
 
Re-balancing self-talk: Acknowledges the worry but rebalances it with more resilient thoughts. 
 
Meditation, Mindfulness, resources: 

• “Calming Your Anxious Mind”, Jeffrey Brantley, MD – Good description of mindfulness meditation 

• “Mindfulness for Beginners”, Jon Kabat-Zinn Ph.D. – Comes with a CD 

• “Healing Trauma”, Peter Levine Ph.D. 
 
Guided imagery using audio, resources: 

• www.healthjourneys.com  

• www.soundstrue.com 
 
Music:  

 Steven Halpern, Inner Peace Music, http://www.stevenhalpern.com/ 

 Gregorian chants 
 
Aromatherapy: 

 Lavender and chamomile essential oils are calming for some people 
 
Other:  
Art, Exercise, Counseling, Groups, Family/friends  

http://www.soundstrue.com/
http://www.stevenhalpern.com/
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EXERCISES

A simple breathwork exercise

The Foghorn exercise

Progressive relaxation exercise

 

 

Simple Breathwork Exercise 

Get yourself in a comfortable position. For example, sit in chair so back and feet are 

supported. Let the chair hold your body. Your knees should be shoulder width apart. Maintain 

an open stance that lets energy and breathe flow through your body.  

Notice your breathing at this moment.  

Close your eyes or focus on a fixed point and take 3 deep, slow breaths (count to 3-5 during 

each inhale and during each exhale) and then return to normal breathing.  

Notice your normal breathing now. Slow breathing brings your breathe deeper down into 

your body and slows your body down. Continue breathing in and out. As you breathe in, pay 

attention to air moving in through nostrils and follow it into your lungs, chest, and belly. 

Notice how your chest rises and falls with each breathe.  

In your mind eye, count 10 slow breaths. Visualize the numbers in your mind with each 

breath. If your mind drift and lose count, come back to the last number you remember 

counting.  

Now take one more deep breath slowly in and out.  
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Foghorn Exercise 

Breathe in slowly and as you slowly exhale, make a noise like a foghorn. Your chest and skull 

should resonate like a drum. This calms the amygdala. Repeat this 5 times.  

 

Progressive Relaxation 

Get into a relaxed position. Take 2 slow deep breaths in and out.  

Take 2 slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten your face and jaw; relax your face and jaw 

as you breathe out.  

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten the muscles in your neck; relax them 

as you breathe out, rolling your head around slowly. 

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten up your shoulders, arms, and hands; 

relax them as you breathe out, stretch your fingers out wide, roll your wrists and shoulders.  

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten up your back and stomach; relax 

them as you breathe out, and let the chair hold your back. 

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten up your sitting muscles; relax them 

as you breathe out, and let the chair hold you, let yourself sink into the chair. 

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten up your thighs; relax them as you 

breathe out, and let the chair hold your legs. 

Take 2 more slow deep breaths. As you breathe in, tighten up your lower legs and toes; relax 

them as you breathe out, wiggle your toes and let the floor hold your feet. 

Scan your body for any lingering tension in your body. Take another breath, tightening and 

relaxing that spot.  

 


