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This book is dedicated to my grandparents,

Louis and Jesse Shapero and Daniel and Esther Temchin.

They had a lot to worry about, and they handled it with courage and grace.





The premise of The Worry Solution is simple.

You are wiser, stronger, and more creative than you think.

By the end of this book, you will know that for yourself.
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FOREWORD

For many years the focus of my work has been to educate people, including doctors, about how to support the body’s natural healing abilities. Many of my recommendations concern lifestyle choices that we can make. Selecting wisely from the many foods we have available to us can make the difference between a long life filled with vitality or one shortened or hobbled by chronic illness. Choosing to be physically active every day can preserve your mobility, increase your energy, and reduce your risk for many chronic diseases, including the diseases of aging. Learning to manage stress is perhaps one of the most critical choices you can make in order to enjoy a healthy, productive life.

Managing stress has a lot to do with how we worry, and managing worry has a lot to do with where we focus our attention. While there are risks and dangers in life that require our attention and response, our worrying can become a destructive habit, often perpetuated by the endless onslaught of media news and our failure to recognize that there are off buttons on our televisions, our computers, and even our minds. Life also offers us beauty, grace, and wisdom, and when we pay attention to them, both our health and the quality of our experience improve.

Humans are the only animals that create stress with their own minds. Much of that stress, and the anxiety that accompanies it, is unnecessary. We can lessen it by learning to use our minds more skillfully.

In The Worry Solution, Dr. Rossman addresses a critical problem of modern life. He shows us how worrying is a valuable mental function, but one that can go awry if we let it run away with us. He explains how we can use our awareness to sort useful worry from futile worry, transform futile worry into positive thought and affirmation, and engage the silent wisdom of our emotional/intuitive brains to enhance our creativity and problem solving.

In my first book, The Natural Mind, I wrote about a different kind of intelligence that was being revealed by both the experimental drug taking of the late 1960s and the great interest in meditation and Eastern philosophies that soon followed. While many observers became preoccupied with the very real dangers of inappropriate drug use, what they missed was that these experiments were attempts to connect with a way of thinking that is natural to humans, a way nearly lost in modern Western culture. This more holistic, synthetic, intuitive, and emotional way of thinking expands our awareness and gives us a different and frequently very useful perspective on the challenges and opportunities we face in life. The meditation and relaxation techniques, and especially the guided imagery processes, that Dr. Rossman teaches in this book can provide safe access to the intuitive and relational wisdom inside us all, without the need for mind-altering substances, whether recreational or pharmaceutical.

Marty Rossman is one of the preeminent modern figures in mind/body medicine. Through his books, his CDs, and the professional training academy he cofounded, he has taught hundreds of thousands of health professionals and laypeople to use their imagination for increased personal awareness, self-healing, and greater enjoyment of life. Marty is one of the few experts I asked to be part of my executive planning committee when I created the Integrative Medicine Fellowship at the University of Arizona, and he and I co-created Self-Healing with Guided Imagery, the first in my series of educational self-care audio programs for the public. Because of his unique expertise about the importance of the mind in health and illness, I also invited him to write the mind/body medicine chapter in the recent Integrative Oncology textbook I coedited with Dr. Donald Abrams. He has a gift for making the healing and creative gifts of imagination immediately accessible and practically useful.

If you don’t use your imagination skillfully, it can be hijacked by your fears, keeping you unnecessarily stuck in an inner world of anxiety and stress. Letting yourself fall into what Dr. Rossman calls the “bad worry” habit is like feeding junk food to your mind. Reclaiming control of your imagination can let you use its creativity, wisdom, and motivational power to solve problems and enjoy life more. I am happy to commend you to a masterful teacher who will teach you how to do just that.

—Andrew Weil, M.D.                            
Director, Integrative Medicine Program
University of Arizona Medical School   


INTRODUCTION

I am a doctor. My mission, and my passion, is to stimulate healing in people, cure illness when I can, and relieve suffering when cure is not possible.

Worry is the most common form of suffering in America. It is a key component of anxiety and chronic stress, and is often at the heart of overeating, alcoholism, cigarette smoking, drug abuse, and other compulsive but ultimately ineffective attempts to make it go away.

Anxiety is one of the most uncomfortable feelings you can have, and much of it is triggered by a “bad worry” habit. You will find that this habit can be changed into a way of thinking that is not only more comfortable but much more productive, and that a great deal of your worry is optional and unnecessary.

In this book, I will teach you how to stop creating unnecessary suffering for yourself and others, and how to use worry for its true purpose, which is to keep you and your loved ones safe from harm.

The Worry Solution’s program will teach you how to clarify your worries, sort them into those you can and cannot do anything about, and use the wisdom hidden in the large silent areas of your brain to help you solve real problems creatively. You will learn effective ways to shift from negative worry states into more positive frames of mind. You will also learn how to stop hypnotizing yourself with scary thoughts, and concentrate instead on thoughts that bring you creativity, courage, calmness, and confidence.

If we are going to worry—and let’s face it, we are—we might as well learn to worry well. Let me show you how.


1.  Wired to Worry
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We suffer more from imagination than from reality.
—SENECA
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Everybody worries sometimes, and many of us worry all the time. Worry helps us survive. It helps us avoid danger, or plan how best to respond to it. Humans alone are blessed (and cursed) with the ability to imagine and predict the future, which has made us both the most successful animal on earth and also the most troubled. The price we pay for being able to think about the future is to know that we are mortal, and to know that we are vulnerable. Homo sapiens, the “one who knows,” could just as accurately be called the “one who worries.”

Our imagination lets us turn a problem over and over in our minds, seeking the perspective that will let us resolve the situation. To worry is a bit like untangling a big ball of yarn. You find a little give here and a little loosening there, then you get stuck, so you turn it over and find a bit of room to move on the other side. If you keep at it, you will usually get it straightened out. Sometimes our most tangled life problems can also be resolved through a similar kind of worrying process.

Solving problems is the positive, healthy function of worry, but worry can easily turn into a bad habit of endless rumination about frightening, threatening, or simply annoying matters that ultimately cannot be solved. This kind of unskillful worrying can become a self-defeating form of self-suggestion that creates or amplifies anxiety and stress where none really needs to be.

If you had a prefrontal lobotomy, you wouldn’t have much worry. A lobotomy is an extreme neurosurgical answer to mental illness, one that flowered in the early twentieth century, when other treatments for serious mental illness included insulin shock, shock therapy with cold wet blankets, and inducing malaria in patients. All of these were crude attempts to relieve the suffering of psychosis by “rebooting” brains gone wrong.

Neurosurgeons of the day performed lobotomies by driving an ice pick through the inner corner of the eye socket and waving it back and forth to destroy connections between the thinking and feeling parts of the brain. This grisly procedure was not infrequently performed in the patient’s home, on the kitchen table. Patients who survived often had much less anxiety, but the price they paid included a loss of emotion, planning ability, and creativity. Fortunately, lobotomies are almost never performed these days, because of the development of antianxiety, antidepressant, and antipsychotic medications that can often relieve symptoms without destroying substantial chunks of the brain.

Medical and even occasional surgical interventions have their places in treating severe, intractable mental illness, but their downside risks are much too high a price to pay for simple worrying. I only bring them up because they show that altering the relationship between the thinking and emotional parts of the brain can and does relieve anxiety, stress, and worry. Instead of destroying or medicating brain pathways, however, we can learn to use them more consciously to better effect.

Our brain is wired to worry, but we can learn to worry less. We can also learn to be more effective when we do worry by using our brain to find and strengthen qualities that we need in order to change difficult situations or to cultivate acceptance of problems that are beyond our ability to solve. I will show you how we can use our mind and brain (and yes, there is a difference between the two) to calm ourselves, and to access wisdom, courage, creativity, and other personal qualities that will transform worry into confidence and effectiveness.

In order to make this transformation, we will use our imagination to add the wisdom of our unconscious emotional/intuitive mind to the conscious logic of our thinking mind. Worry, especially “bad” or futile worry, is simply imagination run amok. Using the imagination skillfully can not only eliminate unnecessary worry but also help us create the future we desire, and guide us wisely through life’s difficult passages.

Melanie, a forty-three-year-old mother of two young children, was shocked when her husband, Paul, announced that he was leaving the family. When she discovered that another woman was involved, her shock was compounded by a nearly overwhelming mixture of rage, embarrassment, fear, and worry. Friends and family were very supportive and offered lots of advice, much of it conflicting. At times she felt like dying, and at other times she felt like she would go crazy, but she knew she had to stay strong for her children’s sake. Fortunately, she had some experience with mental imagery as a way to receive insight and guidance from her unconscious mind. In the midst of all this stress, she took some time out to relax and asked her unconscious mind for an image that could help guide her through what she feared was going to be a long and terrible ordeal. An image of her about to paddle a kayak through very dangerous rapids came quickly to mind.

An accomplished and lifelong kayaker, she immediately understood that she was about to go through a passage that would demand all her skill and determination. In the same instant, she saw that while the effort would challenge her to the extreme, she could make it all the way through if she gave the challenge her full attention. She also got the sense that if she did make it through, she would be living life on a much deeper and more conscious level than she ever had before.

This image stayed with her throughout the many twists and turns of her divorce journey, reminding her to stay balanced while she focused on each turn. The image indicated that, like a kayaker, she needed to be aware of the dangers and obstacles in front of her, but she also needed not to become preoccupied with them. She knew that a paddler who stares at the rocks she doesn’t want to hit is much more likely to hit them than a paddler who looks at the line between the rocks. When you run a fast river, you tend to go where you look, and Melanie got the message that the same principle applied to her life situation.

Melanie kept her eye on her goals, which were to protect herself and her children and to be able to love again. Melanie made it and is now happily remarried and thriving, and she often says that this simple image gave her constant reassurance that she would be able to handle whatever she needed to handle during this very stressful and unexpected life challenge. Melanie’s intuitive brain, expressing itself through this exquisitely tailored image, gave her hope, direction, and focus in a time of fear, worry, and confusion. She not only understood but felt its message, which is one important reason that imagery can be so powerful—it is a mental language that can convey both reason and emotion.

Imagination is a powerful mental function, but it is a double-edged sword. Our imagination can help us solve problems or it can scare us silly, depending on how skillful we are with it. If Melanie had not known to go deeper than her fears and worries, they could have easily overwhelmed her. Instead, she was able to find encouragement and guidance from her own unconscious mind, expressed through her imagination.

The human imagination, like the mind itself, is invisible and often taken for granted, but it is one of the most powerful forces on earth. Imagination has allowed humans to overcome our prey-animal vulnerability to become the most dominant creature on the planet. Imagination allows us to remember and learn from our past, mentally experiment with possible futures, and avoid unnecessary dangers and problems.

Everything made by humans, from skyscrapers and computers to subprime mortgages and atomic weapons, started in someone’s imagination. Our imagination, along with our will, can literally determine whether we survive or self-destruct. The essential problem is that most of us have never been taught how to use this powerful tool in our daily lives. Too often, the default position for the untrained imagination is driving ourselves crazy or worrying ourselves sick, because things that frighten us tend to get our attention first and foremost.

FEAR FIRST

There’s a good reason that the brain tends to focus on the negative and fearful. Worry is related to the brain’s most important function: to protect us from harm and keep us alive. While our brain has many other uses, all levels of the brain are constantly on guard for threats to survival. While we modern humans act like, and to some degree are, the most powerful animal of all, we are still prey animals underneath, cautious and vigilant, and highly dependent on one another for safety. That’s why our emotional brains so closely monitor our relationships to our families, friends, and associates. Threats to our personal or social well-being, real or imagined, send danger signals down through the oldest, most primitive part of the brain, trumpeting alarm throughout the body, setting off the well-known fight-or-flight response.

This protective reaction activates a host of mental, physical, and emotional responses designed to help us survive an immediate threat to our lives. Unfortunately, the stress response in our bodies does not fire only in response to direct physical challenges. Threats these days are rarely jungle predators. They are more often the hassles and pressures inherent in everyday life—the people, challenges, everyday responsibilities, and worries that we carry in our minds. They also include an avalanche of frightening information piped in from the outside world by a seemingly endless number of media channels that operate as if their economic survival is based on making sure that we know about every bad thing that has happened or could happen anywhere in the world at any given moment.

It’s easy to get scared. But letting fear run away with your imagination leads to a futile “bad worry” habit that can keep you chronically stressed and anxious. The good news is that because this kind of worry begins in our brains, we can learn to use our brains to eliminate it when it is not productive—or improve it so that it is productive. Unskillful worry and the stress and anxiety that accompany it are to a large degree optional. Using your imagination differently, on purpose, can quickly change the way you feel, and show you a healthy way out of unnecessary distress.

A FIRST EXPERIMENT WITH IMAGERY

Let me invite you to do a simple experiment to see how your imagination can influence the way you feel.

Make sure you are in a safe, comfortable place where you can close your eyes for a few minutes. Focus on your body, as if your attention were a radar or sonar beam slowly scanning up and down, and notice if you feel any stress, tension, or discomfort anywhere in your body. On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is no tension and 10 is all the tension you can stand, where would you rate the tension level in your body right now?

Now imagine that you are camping in the woods. In the middle of the night you need to go to the bathroom, so you partially dress and shuffle off so you won’t disturb anybody else. It’s completely dark with no moon and it takes you a while to find a level place, but you finally are able to do what you need to do. The need attended to, you notice how really dark it is, and you start to carefully pick your way back to camp, reaching out with your extended arms so you don’t bump into anything. You trip over tree roots and rocks and pick up a few scratches from unseen branches. After a while you feel that you’ve been walking too long and should have found your campsite already. It’s cold and dark and you’re kind of uncomfortable.

You start walking in another direction, and then after a while another, and you realize that you are lost. You quietly call out several times but nobody answers; finally you yell loudly but still get no response. The night is even darker and colder, and you feel very alone. As you wonder what to do next, the background noises of the forest suddenly go strangely quiet.

You hear something moving in the brush nearby. It sounds like something big, and it is heading toward you.

Now, stop for a minute and rescan your body. Where would you rank your tension level now, on that 0-to-10 scale?

Imagine that from the direction of the breaking twigs you hear your good friend call out your name. It’s not a bear. You are safe. Notice if your tension goes away immediately or if there is some aftereffect that lingers for a little while.

I apologize for scaring you, but the point is that if you did get tense or scared, it’s because you have a good imagination, and you can see how intimately it is connected to your body. I promise that I will not scare you anymore with any of the exercises in this book, so you can safely experiment with them without worrying about that. My purpose here was just to demonstrate how your imagination could stimulate change in your body and mind.

Now that you’ve had a taste of how you can scare yourself with imagery, let’s see how you can use it to relax, a much more useful and pleasant skill.

Here’s the simplest way I know to relax. You can read this imagery process and then focus on your own imagery, but it will be more effective if you have someone slowly read you the stressbuster imagery script, giving you time between each sentence to imagine the different things I mention. You can also record the exercise so you can relax and listen to it. An easier option is to go to www.worrysolution.com and download the audios of this and the other Worry Solution processes that I have professionally recorded for you.

PREPARING FOR THE STRESSBUSTER EXPERIENCE

Put the phone on the answering machine, or let your cell phone go to voice mail and turn off the ringer. Let people in your household know not to interrupt you for twelve to fifteen minutes unless there is a true emergency. Loosen any tight or restrictive clothing or jewelry and let yourself get comfortable in either a sitting or reclining position. Let any irrelevant outside noises go to the background of your awareness as you concentrate on the suggestions I will offer you.

Take a moment again to scan your body, and estimate how much tension you feel on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is no tension at all and 10 is wired as tight as you can get.


STRESSBUSTER IMAGERY

Take a deep breath or two and let the out-breath be a “letting-go” kind of breath. Invite your body to feel relaxed, like it’s made out of warm wet noodles. When you’re ready, recall some place you’ve been in your life where you felt safe, relaxed, and peaceful. If you don’t have such a place, perhaps you’ve seen one in a movie or a magazine, or you can just imagine one right now.

Just let yourself begin to daydream that you are in a safe, beautiful, peaceful place … and let yourself notice what you imagine seeing in this safe, beautiful place … what colors and shapes, what things you see there. Don’t worry about how vividly you see in your mind’s eye, just notice what you imagine seeing and accept the way you imagine these things. In the same way, notice what you imagine hearing in that beautiful peaceful place, or is it very quiet? Just notice. Is there an aroma or a quality in the air that you notice? You may or may not and it doesn’t really matter; just notice what you notice in this special peaceful place. Can you tell what time of day or night it is? Can you tell the season of the year? What’s the temperature like?

Notice how it feels to be in this safe, beautiful, and peaceful place. Notice how your body feels, and how your face feels. Notice any sense of comfort or peacefulness or relaxation that you may feel there. Take some time to explore and find the spot where you feel most relaxed and at ease in this place, and just let yourself get comfortable there. Take a few minutes to just enjoy being there, with nothing else you need to do. If it feels good to you, imagine that you are soaking up the sense of peacefulness and calmness like a sponge; feeling more and more relaxed and at ease as you enjoy this place of calmness.

Take as long as you want, and when you are ready, let the images go, and gently bring your attention back to the outside world, but if you like, bring back any feeling of peacefulness or calmness that you may feel. When your attention is all the way back, gently stretch and open your eyes and look around, bringing back with you anything that seemed interesting or important, including any sense of calmness you may feel.



REVIEWING YOUR STRESSBUSTER EXPERIENCE

Notice how you feel as you come back to your outer world. When you are ready, scan your body again, and see where you would rank your tension on a scale from 0 to 10. Most people find that they feel calmer, more relaxed, and more peaceful after doing this simple kind of imagery. If this is true for you, notice that you shifted into this state simply by focusing your imagination on pleasant things that you imagined seeing, hearing, feeling, and perhaps smelling.

Your brain sent messages that were safe and relaxing, and your body responded accordingly, as it always tries to do.

ARE WORRY, ANXIETY, AND STRESS ALL THE SAME?
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Worry, anxiety, and stress are so intricately interconnected that they can be confused or assumed to be the same. But they are different from one another, and understanding the differences is important for understanding how to use the Worry Solution model.

Worry is a type of thinking in which we turn knotty problems over and over in our minds. It helps us examine different angles and perspectives so that we can uncover solutions that are not immediately apparent. This is the “good” kind of worry. Unfortunately, worry can also become a destructive mental habit of repetitive, negative self-suggestion that creates stress and can lead to chronic anxiety and depression. Worry lives in the thinking part of the brain, behind the forehead, in certain areas of the prefrontal cortex, the most uniquely human part of the brain.

Anxiety, on the other hand, is an uncomfortable feeling of apprehension or dread. It’s the “oh my God, something bad is going to happen” feeling. It lives in the limbic system, an evolutionarily older, more emotional and intuitive part of the brain. A person’s tendency to be anxious depends on genes, early family life, gender, and life experiences. Women tend to have more anxiety than men, and people who have experienced trauma, especially early in life, tend to be more anxious than those that haven’t. Their limbic brain actually rewires itself to be more vigilant than it was before the trauma occurred.

Stress, the third element in our uncomfortable triad, is a physical response to danger that prepares the body for survival in threatening circumstances. It is an instantaneous, unconscious reaction activated in the oldest, most primitive part of our brain, the part we call the reptilian brain. When the reptilian brain receives the danger signal either from the environment or from higher brain centers, it instantaneously relays that alarm throughout the body, and the resulting stress response physiologically prepares us to run or fight for our lives.

For our ancestors, when the danger was typically an attack by a predator or enemy, the outcome was either that they overcame the attacker, managed to escape, or were killed. If they survived the attack, they returned to their cave, told their story, then probably slept for a day or two while their bodies replenished the chemical stores they had used up during their intense survival response. Then they probably told the story again around the evening fire on frequent occasions, sharing what they had learned and, after a while, probably boring their listeners to sleep.

MODERN STRESS IS DIFFERENT FROM NATURAL STRESS

Modern stresses are different from the stresses of the wild. It’s not that there aren’t plenty of things to worry about, but for most of us in the developed world the predominant sources of stress are now internal rather than external. They have as much or more to do with what we think about than with what happens to us. Fortunately, we rarely encounter animals or people who want to eat or harm us. But the rapid pace of modern life creates a challenge unprecedented in previous human experience—dealing with the sheer volume of potentially threatening information we process each day.

According to a recent analysis done at the University of California, San Diego, the amount of information consumed by the American public in 2008 was 3.6 zettabytes, or the equivalent of a seven-foot-high stack of novels covering the entire United States, including Alaska. The average American receives data through television, Internet, radio, movies, computer games, and print media for nearly twelve hours a day! Just a small percentage of this information avalanche is more than the average pre-1900 human ever needed to process in his or her entire lifetime. It taxes our ability to sort it, separate the important from the trivial, and decide what, if anything, to do with it.

Even more taxing is that so much of the content of the news programs, documentaries, films, emails, and advertisements we are exposed to every day is alarming, frightening, or problematic. Fear sells news, entertainment, and many other products, from insurance policies to household cleaners to medications, because fearful information is hard for the brain to ignore. We are wired to pay priority attention to frightening information so that we can protect ourselves. If we were walking through the jungle and didn’t go on high alert when we heard a rustle in the underbrush, we’d soon be lunch for some hungry predator.

Being tuned in to every signal that might be frightening makes sense in the wild, but we need a different mental strategy in an artificial, fear-laden media environment. We need a significant “software upgrade” in order to be able to cope with this huge amount of frightening but mostly irrelevant information. If we are running mental programs more suitable to a bygone era, the resulting anxiety or stress response can make it difficult to slow down or relax the brain to let it recover, renew, and refresh itself. A runaway imagination fueled by fear, information overload, stress hormones, caffeine, and the contagious anxiety of others not only creates tension during the day but can continue to work into the night, interfering with our sleep and pouring fuel on the fire of brain strain and exhaustion. The result is a burgeoning epidemic of worry, anxiety, and stress.

THE COST OF WORRY

It is commonly estimated that for both men and women, between 50 and 75 percent of all visits to primary-care doctors in the United States are intimately related to stress or unresolved emotional upset. Unrelieved stress is recognized as a significant risk factor for heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, autoimmune disease, fibromyalgia, chronic pain syndromes, irritable bowel syndrome, insomnia, and asthma, among many other illnesses too numerous to name. Toxic and ineffective attempts to manage stress account for the United States being the most chemically dependent society ever to exist, with epidemic levels of obesity, alcoholism, and drug addiction in addition to the pandemic routine use of prescription and over-the-counter medications.

Over 20 percent of Americans (60 million people) have diagnosable anxiety disorders, which include generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, agoraphobia, specific phobias, post-traumatic stress disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. These are two to three times as common in women. Another 60 to 100 million struggle with toxic habits or addictions ranging from alcoholism, cigarette smoking, and drug addiction to eating disorders. And almost everyone else is simply nervous about what’s going on in the world and would like to find a way to feel more relaxed.

WHY WOMEN WORRY MORE

Women tend to be more anxious than men, especially once they’ve had children, for a variety of good reasons. Women are typically smaller, lighter, and more vulnerable than men, and their children are even more so. Being extra vigilant helps not only the individual woman but also her offspring (and hence the species) to survive. Female hormones actually alter a woman’s brain to be especially sensitive to signs of threat and danger. Her amygdala and anterior cingulate gyrus, areas of the brain that are intimately involved with processing fear, anger, and analysis of emotional events, are several times larger than those of the average man.

Fortunately, women also tend to have an extra helping of emotional and intuitive intelligence, with significantly more of their brains devoted to emotional recognition, processing, and expression. Because emotional and intuitive thinking is undervalued in our culture, this remarkable power is rarely used as well as it might be.

Whatever your gender, The Worry Solution will teach you ways to use this special intelligence more skillfully and integrate it with the type of rational thinking we typically value more highly.

CAN WE CHANGE HOW MUCH WE WORRY?

Many chemicals, natural or man-made (including caffeine, alcohol, nicotine, tranquilizers, antidepressants, amino acids, and herbs), can increase or decrease the tendency to be anxious. The most exciting news, especially for people who want to avoid or can’t tolerate chemicals, is that learning to think differently can also decrease anxiety and stress. The anxiety pathways in the brain are not only chemical-sensitive but also thought-sensitive. Changing the nature of the conversation between the thinking and feeling parts of the brain will significantly reduce worry and anxiety, and effective relaxation practices can markedly lower the reactivity level of the brain to stress.

The most exciting news is that during the last two decades, we have learned more about how the brain functions than in all the time that came before, largely because technologies such as SPECT and functional MRI (fMRI) scanning have allowed us to look at brain activity in real time. We can identify what parts of the brain are activated when we are performing various tasks or even thinking about performing tasks. We see that when you think about being physically active, the parts of your brain that control and support that activity get stimulated, and when you think about relaxing, other parts of the brain that support relaxation get activated. Most important, we see that the brain changes constantly, and that the brain can learn new patterns and pathways at almost any age. This phenomenon, called neuroplasticity, shows us that old dogs really can learn new tricks, and when we learn new tricks, our brains change along with our minds.

Brain scientists have shown that giving information to the brains of people born blind can allow the visual processing parts of the brain to develop vision good enough to let them walk around unfamiliar rooms without bumping into obstacles. A basic premise of The Worry Solution is that if the blind can learn to see, the worried can learn to relax.

WHY MOST WORRY IS OPTIONAL

Fortunately, what we need to make these changes resides right between our ears. Fear does capture our attention and trumps other input—at first. But then our cortical “thinking caps” give us an alternative to being stuck in fear, and that’s the ability to use our higher brain centers to protect, calm, reassure, and to some degree reset the reactivity of the lower brain centers that are more instinctual and unconscious. We can learn to relax, shift focus, evaluate our thought patterns, and create new ones that work better; essentially, we can learn to worry less but more effectively than we did before.

Most of us have never been taught to use our imaginations skillfully or well. We get stuck in the default position, which is to worry needlessly, habitually, and ineffectually. It’s not that there isn’t plenty to worry about; it’s just that some of it is optional and unnecessary. At this critical time in human history, when we are facing so many personal, social, and global challenges, it is imperative that we learn to use our brains to full capacity and not fritter away energy on futile worry.

The same mental faculty of imagination that underlies much of your worry, anxiety, and stress also provides the tools that can liberate you from the tyranny of the endlessly worried mind. Because you are conscious, you have the ability to observe, choose, and change your thoughts. If you change your thoughts enough, your brain changes, too.

If you want to, you can learn to worry less, but more effectively. You’ll be happier and more relaxed when you learn to “worry well.”
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