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Understanding the cycle of anxiety and what happens over time D Avila

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

1. The Anxiety Cycle
Trigger Alarm system Body sensations Urges + safety Short-term Long-term
activates + anxie behaviours relief maintenance
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A situation, : The brain learns:
thought, memory, The brain reads Heart racing, Escape, avondanfe. Anxiety often ‘Maybe it really was
Ficeraintyibod danger and the tension, nausea, reassurance-seeking, drops for dangerous’ or ‘Il needed

L EE e body gets ready dizziness, dread, checking, over- awhile. the safety behaviour.’
: nde to protect you. worry, restlessness. preparing, procrastinating, New learning is blocked,
L Lok scanning for danger, confidence drops, and
staying near safety. anxiety is more likely to
return next time.
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Important note | What helps
In genuine danger, protective action can be * Gradual exposure * Slow breathing to stay engaged
helpful. When danger is overestimated, relying ¢ Reducing safety behaviours ¢ Testing predictions
on safety behaviours can keep anxiety going. | * Groundinginthepresent Tolerating uncertainty
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2. Anxiety over time
Path 2: If | stay engaged —

4 Anxiety may rise, fall, or fluctuate. The goal is not to
force it down, but to create new learning: ‘| can cope,’
‘Anxiety changes,’ ‘| do not always need to escape,’ or
‘The feared outcome may not happen.’
What matters is the new learning,
not whether anxiety falls during the exercise.
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R Path 1: If | avoid or use safety behaviours —
5 “ Anxiety may drop more quickly, but the brain learns
Trigger ', thesituation was dangerous or that | needed
alarm system v the safety behaviour.
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Takeaway
When the alarm system is overestimating danger, anxiety can feel dangerous without being harmful. Avoidance
and safety behaviours can bring quick relief, but often keep the cycle going. New learning happens when we
stay engaged long enough to discover what else is possible.
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