
The symptoms of anxiety can have a significant impact on 
how a person behaves and goes about their daily life. For 
example, anxious people might try to avoid feeling 
anxious and escape from distressing experiences. 
 

The essence of anxiety is worrying about some potential 
threat. It is trying to cope with a future event that you 
think will be negative.  You do this by paying more 
attention to possible signs of potential threat, and looking 
internally to see whether you will be able to cope with 
that threat. When you notice your anxious symptoms, 
you think that you can’t cope with the situation, and 
therefore become more anxious.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
How Avoidance Contributes to Anxiety 
As your anxiety increases, you try to reduce the anxiety 
and prevent what you think might happen by avoiding the 
situation. If you cannot avoid the situation, then you use 
subtle avoidance to reduce the anxiety.  
 

For example, you may use certain rituals, like standing 
close to a door to make a quick escape. In some way, you 
might feel less anxious when you engage in avoidance 
behaviours.  You may take tranquillisers to deal with 
distressing situations.   
 

However, when you have to deal with the situation the 
next time, you are less confident that you can cope with 
it because you avoided it the last time or become 
dependent on safety behaviours. So you feel more 
anxious.  
 

As a result, you avoid the situation or engage in subtle 
avoidance. And so it continues. This cycle can go on until 
you feel very anxious and avoid going into different types 
of situations.  
 
Safety Behaviours and Anxiety 
If you feel anxious, or anticipate feeling anxious, it makes 
sense that you will do things to reduce your anxiety. In 
addition to avoidance and subtle avoidance, many people 
use “safety behaviours” to help cope with anxiety. These 
may include relying on medication, always having an exit 
plan for potentially-anxious situations, or making sure you 
have someone else with you. These safety behaviours 
also play a part in the vicious cycle of anxiety. When you 
become dependent on them, it can be more distressing if 
one day they are not available to you. 
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Reversing the Vicious Cycle of Anxiety  
Vicious cycles play an important role in maintaining anxiety.  
However, like the vicious cycle of depression, you can turn 
around this cycle to create a positive cycle that will help 
you overcome anxiety. One important step in this cycle is 
gradually confronting feared situations. This will lead to an 
improved sense of confidence, which will help reduce your 
anxiety and allow you to go into situations that are 
important to you.  
 

Some people might encourage you to tackle your 
biggest fear first – to “jump in the deep end” and 
get it over and done with. However, many people 
prefer to take it “step-by-step”.  We call this 
“graded exposure”. You start with situations 
that are easier for you to handle, then work your way up 
to more challenging tasks. This allows you to build your 
confidence slowly, to use other skills you have learned, to 
get used to the situations, and to challenge your fears 
about each situational exposure exercise. By doing this in  a 
structured and repeated way, you have a good chance of 
reducing your anxiety about those situations.  
 
 

Coping Skills: Breathing & Thinking Better 
When you are gradually confronting feared situations, there 
will be a short term increase in anxiety. This is normal—
everyone feels anxious about doing things they fear. The 
important thing to remember is that you can learn other 
skills as alternatives to avoidance and safety behaviours. 
There are other information sheets available which explain 
these coping skills in more detail, but here they are briefly: 
 

Breathing: Anxiety is often associated with fast, shallow 
breathing, which contributes to the physical sensation of 
anxiety. By slowing down your breathing and using calming 
and relaxation techniques, you can reduce your anxiety. 
 

Thinking: There are many types of negative thoughts 
which are associated with anxiety, such as “I will not be 
able to cope” or “I must avoid this situation.” Learning to 
challenge these thoughts with more balanced ones can help 
to reduce the experience of anxiety. 
 
When the anxiety cycle is broken, it will look like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

anxiety 

Anxiety 

Increased scanning for 
danger, physical symptoms 
intensify, attention narrows 

& shifts to self 

Escape or avoidance 

LONG TERM: Increase 
in the physical symptoms 
of anxiety, more worry, 
loss of confidence about 
coping, increased use of 
safety behaviours  
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SHORT TERM: Relief 

Confront feared 
situations without aid of 

safety behaviours 
situations 

Short term slight increase in 
anxiety, then a decrease in 

physical symptoms and 
attention scanning 

Greater belief in 
ability to control own 
responses 
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Use of coping skills, 
anxiety reduces to 
manageable level 

This document is for information purposes only. Please refer to 
the full disclaimer and copyright statement available at  
http://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au regarding the information from 
this website before making use of such information. 



Threat System (Fight or Flight)

Thoughts racing

Breathing becomes
quicker and

shallower

Heart beats faster

Adrenal glands
release adrenaline

Bladder urgency

Palms become
sweaty

Muscles tense

Dizzy or lightheaded

The ‘�ght or �ight’ response gets the body ready to �ght or run away.  Once a threat
is detected your body responds automatically.  All of the changes happen for good
reasons, but may be experienced as uncomfortable when they happen in ‘safe’ situations.

helps us to evaluate
threat quickly and make
rapid decisions, can be hard
to focus on anything but
the feeling of danger

to take in more oxygen
and make our body more
able to �ght or run away

adrenaline signals other
organs to get ready

feeds more blood to
the muscles and 
enhances ability to
�ght or run away

the body sweats to keep cool, this
makes it a more e�cient machine

Changes to vision
tunnel vision, or vision
becoming ‘sharper’

Dry mouth

muscles in the bladder relax
in response to stress

ready to �ght or run away
they may also shake or
tremble

Hands get cold
blood vessels in the skin
contract to force blood
towards major muscle
groups
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What If ... ?

When we say to ourselves “what if  … ?” we are often identifying a potential danger:
“what if something terrible happens?”  “what if it all goes wrong?”

Each time we do this there are many equally plausible positive possibilities that 
we are failing to see.  If we only see the bad possibilities and not the  good ones then
we have an unbalanced view of the situation

Try to come up with 3 ‘glass half full’ ways of seeing each ‘glass half empty’ one. 

Negative “What if ... ?” Positive “What if ... ?”

What if Kirsty makes jokes about

my weight again?

What if I crash the car? What if I don’t?

What if I’m a very careful driver?

What if I get there safely like every

�her time?

What if we have a nice time?

What if I’m a�ertive this time and

tell her how she makes me feel?

How does each kind of “what if ... ?” make you feel?
Which is more likely than the other?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS.org



What If ... ?

Negative “What if ... ?” Positive “What if ... ?”

What do I know now about my “what if’s” ?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS.org


	Info-Vicious Cycle of Anxiety
	Threat_System
	What_If
	What_If_1
	What_If_2


