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Free CBT Course for Anxiety

Understand it  Calm it ® Challenge it

A practical, self-guided introduction to Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) for anxiety. Work through the modules
in order or return to the sections that are most useful to you.

Important: This course is educational and is not a substitute for individual assessment, diagnosis, medical care or
psychological therapy. If anxiety is severe, worsening, or you are concerned about your safety, seek appropriate

professional support.

This course has been created by a Cognitive Behavioural Psychotherapist who is accredited with the British
Association of Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies (BABCP).

BABGP

www.babcp.com



What you will learn

e How thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviour interact.

e What happens during fight, flight and freeze, and why calming the body can help.
e How to distinguish real problems from hypothetical worry.

o How thinking errors can amplify anxiety.

e How to use the HEAL thought diary.

e How safety behaviours and avoidance keep anxiety going.

e How behavioural experiments and gradual approach build confidence.

Use the accompanying COWCH CBT Anxiety Workbook for the practical exercises.
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How we feel affects What we do affects

what we think and do how we think and feel

Module 1: What is CBT?

CBT stands for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. CBT is based on the idea that our thoughts, feelings, physical
sensations and behaviours are interconnected.

Imagine receiving a message saying, “Can we talk later?” One person may think, “I’'ve done something wrong,” feel
anxious, notice a racing heart and start rereading the message or seeking reassurance. Another person may think,
“They probably just want to tell me something,” and feel much calmer.

Situation = Thoughts = Feelings / body - Behaviour - back into the cycle

CBT does not suggest that anxiety is imaginary. The physical feelings are real. It helps us notice how our interpretation
of a situation influences what we feel and what we do next.

Try this
Think of one recent anxious situation. Write down: What happened? What went through your mind? What did you
feel in your body? What did you do next?



Module 2: Your Alarm System

Anxiety is part of the body's natural survival system. Its job is to detect possible danger and prepare us to respond
quickly. When your brain believes something may be threatening, it activates the fight, flight or freeze response.
Stress hormones such as adrenaline are released and your body rapidly shifts resources towards survival.

This can happen before you've had time to consciously think about what is going on. Your heart may beat faster to
move blood around the body, breathing may become quicker, muscles tense and attention narrows towards possible
danger. Digestion becomes less important temporarily, which is one reason anxiety can cause nausea, butterflies or
an unsettled stomach.

The important thing to remember is that these sensations are your body's attempt to protect you, not evidence that
you are failing to cope.

Fight
The fight response prepares you to confront or defend yourself against a perceived threat.
You may notice:

e muscle tension

e irritability or anger

o feeling restless or agitated

e clenched fists or jaw

o feeling defensive

e anurge to argue, challenge or regain control

Sometimes anxiety doesn't look frightened at all. It can look like irritability, impatience or anger because the nervous
system is preparing for confrontation.

Flight
The flight response prepares you to escape from danger.
You may experience:
e aracing or pounding heart
e rapid or shallow breathing
e sweating
e trembling or shaking
e dizziness or feeling light-headed
e nausea or butterflies
e feeling hot or flushed
e anurgent need to leave

o difficulty concentrating on anything except the perceived threat



These sensations can feel frightening, particularly if you don't understand why they are happening. Someone may
then become anxious about the sensations themselves: “Why is my heart racing? What if | faint? What if | lose
control?” This additional fear can activate the alarm system even further.

Freeze
Sometimes the nervous system responds to threat by freezing rather than fighting or escaping.
You might:

e suddenly go blank

e struggle to find your words

e find it difficult to think clearly

o feel unable to make a decision

o feel disconnected or detached

e become very still

o feel mentally overwhelmed

This is why people sometimes say afterwards, “/ just couldn't think,” or “I knew what | wanted to say but | couldn't get
the words out.”

It isn't necessarily that they didn't know what to do. Their threat system temporarily took priority over the slower,
more reflective parts of thinking.

When the alarm goes off without a real emergency

Fight, flight and freeze are extremely useful when there is genuine danger. The difficulty with anxiety is that our alarm
system can also respond to what we think might happen.

You could be physically safe at home while worrying:

“What if | lose my job?”

“What if they don't like me?”

“What if this sensation means something is seriously wrong?”
“What if | can't cope?”

There may be no immediate danger in the room, but your body can still respond as though something threatening is
happening right now.

Think of anxiety as an over-sensitive smoke alarm. A smoke alarm is essential when there is a fire, but sometimes it
reacts to burnt toast. The alarm is real, but the presence of an alarm doesn't automatically mean there is an
emergency.

Why calming the body matters

When the threat system is highly activated, it becomes harder to think flexibly and rationally. This is why telling
yourself to “just stop worrying” rarely works.

Instead, CBT can work from both directions:

Body -» Brain: grounding, slowing your breathing, relaxing muscle tension and reconnecting with your surroundings.



Brain -» Body: examining anxious predictions, challenging thinking errors and reminding yourself what is actually
happening rather than what anxiety predicts might happen.

The aim isn't to eliminate anxiety completely. Anxiety is a normal and useful human emotion.

Instead, we want to help your alarm system become better calibrated, so that it responds appropriately to genuine
danger without repeatedly taking control when you are actually safe.

When you notice fight, flight or freeze, try replacing:
“Something is wrong with me.”
with:

“My alarm system has switched on. It feels uncomfortable, but | understand what my body is doing. | can help it
settle.”

Sometimes we work body first, thoughts second. A calmer body gives the thinking brain more room to work.
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Module 3: Grounding and a calmer body

Grounding brings attention away from frightening predictions and back to what is happening in the present.

5-4-3-2-1 grounding

e 5things you can see

e 4 things you can physically feel

e 3 things you can hear

e 2 things you can smell

e 1 thing you can taste, or one slow breath you can notice

Slow the breathing rather than taking very large breaths. If comfortable, let the out-breath become a little longer
than the in-breath. Drop your shoulders and unclench your jaw.

Ask: “Where am | right now?” “What is actually happening in this moment?” “What evidence of immediate danger
can | see?”

Grounding is not designed to force anxiety away. It helps you stay present while allowing the nervous system to settle
naturally.

Box Breathing is a form of grounding and turns your alarm system off.

Breathe In

4

seconds




Do you know why your dog
is happier than you?

Module 4: Real worries vs hypothetical worries

A useful CBT question is: Is there a problem | can actually solve?

Real/current worry
Example: “I haven’t paid my electricity bill and it is due tomorrow.” There is a practical action available. Define the
problem, consider realistic options, choose a step and act.

Hypothetical worry
These often begin with “What if...?” What if | lose my job? What if | become ill? What if someone rejects me? The
mind tries to achieve certainty by thinking harder, but another “what if?” usually follows.

Try: “This is a possibility, not a problem | can solve right now.” Then gently return your attention to the present.



THE WORRY TREE

The worry tree

Notice the worry

“What am | worrying about?”

!

“Is this worry about a current problem or a hypothetical
situation?” or “Can | do something about this?”

(Hypothetical situation) / \ (current problem)
NO YES

Let worry go Action plan

Change focus of attention What? When? How?
Now? \ Later?
-~ -
Ho Schedule it!
Let worry go \
/ Let worry go
Change focus of attention *

Change focus of attention




Module 5: Errors in thinking

When we are anxious, attention and interpretation can become biased towards threat. These patterns can increase
anxiety without making us safer.

Catastrophising: Jumping to the worst outcome.

Fortune telling: Predicting a negative future as though it is certain.

Mind reading: Assuming you know what another person thinks.

Black-and-white thinking: Seeing only success/failure or good/bad.

Emotional reasoning: Treating a feeling as proof: “I feel afraid, therefore | am in danger.”

Overgeneralising: Turning one experience into a rule for the future.

Discounting positives: Explaining away evidence that things went well.

Should / must rules: Using rigid rules that create pressure.

Threat focus: Noticing danger cues while overlooking safety information.

The above types of thought can be dismissed. They are based on fears and insecurities and NOT on facts/reality.

Worry is not the same as preparation. Thinking about something repeatedly does not give us control over it.
Sometimes the most useful response is to notice the thought, name the pattern and let the thought pass without
continuing the argument.
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Unhelpful Thinking Habits
Over the years, we tend to get into unhelpful thinking habits such as those described below. We
might favour some over others, and there might be some that seem far too familiar. Once you
can identify your unhelpful thinking styles, you can start to notice them - they very often occur
just before and during distressing situations. Once you can notice them, then that can help you to
challenge or distance yourself from those thoughts, and see the situation in a different and more

helpful way.

Mental Filter

When we notice only what the

filter wants or allows us to notice,

and we dismiss anything that

doesnt ‘fit". Like looking through
dark blinkers or ‘gloomy specs’, or only catching
the negative stuff in our "kitchen strainers’
whilst anything more positive or realistic is

dismissed

Judgements

Making evaluations or
judgements about events,
ourselves, others, or the
world, rather than
describing what we actually
see and have evidence for

ff // W

Mind-Reading

Assuming we know what
others are thinking (usually
about us)

4

Emotional Reasoning

1 feel bad so it must be bad! I
feel anxious, so I must be in
danger
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X Mountains and Molehills
r Exaggerating the good and

- ¢k positive aspects of others,
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Compare and despair

Seeing only the good and
positive aspects in others, and
comparing ourselves negatively
against them

Catastrophising
Imagining and believing that the
worst possible thing will happen

Critical self

Putting ourselves down, self-
criticism, blaming ourselves for
events or situations that are not
(totally) our responsibility

Black and white
thinking

Believing that something
or someone can be only
good or bad, right or
wrong, rather than
anything in-between or

‘shades of grey’

Shoulds and musts
Thinking or saying 'I should’
(or shouldnt) and 'T must’
puts pressure on ourselves,
and sets up unrealistic

expectations

Memories

Current situations and
events can trigger upsetting
memories, leading us to
believe that the danger is
here and now, rather than
in the past, causing us distress right now

Vivyan 2009 www.get.gg




Module 6: The HEAL thought diary

When one thought keeps driving anxiety, use HEAL. The aim is not forced positivity. It is to develop a more balanced
and compassionate perspective.

H - Helpful?

Is this thought actually helping me deal with the situation?

E - Evidence
What evidence supports the thought? What evidence goes against it? Become a detective rather than a prosecutor.

A - Alternative
Is there another realistic way of looking at this? A balanced thought might be: “I may feel nervous, but that does not
mean it will go badly.”

L - Loved one
If somebody you loved were in exactly this situation, what would you say to them? Offer yourself the same fairness
and compassion.

After completing HEAL, re-rate the emotion from 0-100%. You do not need to reach zero. Even a modest reduction
can create enough space to choose what you do next.

See the CBT Workbook for the HEAL thought diary



Module 7: Safety behaviours

Safety behaviours are things we do because we believe they prevent something bad from happening. Examples
include reassurance seeking, checking, Googling symptoms, over-preparing, rehearsing conversations, avoiding eye
contact, always taking someone with you, sitting near exits, monitoring the body, repeatedly checking messages or
planning escape routes.

They often reduce anxiety in the short term, which is why they become compelling. But they can prevent new
learning.

If you believe, “If | do not rehearse everything | say, | will make a fool of myself,” and you rehearse heavily before a
conversation that goes well, anxiety may conclude: “It only went well because | rehearsed.”

Ask: What am | doing to make myself feel safe, and what might | learn if | reduced that behaviour a little?
Safety Behaviours: How They Keep Anxiety Going

When we feel anxious, it is natural to try to protect ourselves. We may develop little strategies that help us feel
safer or reduce the chance of something going wrong. In CBT, these are often called safety behaviours.

A safety behaviour is something you do because you believe it will help prevent a feared outcome or make an
anxiety-provoking situation easier to manage.

For example, you might:

e rehearse what you are going to say before speaking

e repeatedly check your appearance

e seek reassurance from other people

e it close to an exit

e avoid eye contact

e check your phone when you feel uncomfortable

e monitor your heart rate or other bodily sensations

e take someone with you because you don't feel able to go alone

e prepare excessively before a meeting or social event

e remain quiet because you are frightened of saying the wrong thing

e carry particular items “just in case”

e constantly research symptoms or other things you are worried about
It's the reason for the behaviour that matters
An activity isn't automatically a safety behaviour simply because someone with anxiety does it.

Imagine two people wearing headphones on a train. One is listening to a podcast because they enjoy it. The other
is using headphones because they are frightened that somebody might speak to them.

The behaviour looks identical, but its purpose is completely different.
A useful question is:

“What do | think might happen if | didn't do this?”



You can also ask:

“Would my anxiety increase significantly if | couldn't use this strategy?”

If the answer is yes, you may have identified a safety behaviour.

But if safety behaviours make me feel better, what's wrong with them?

The difficulty is that safety behaviours often do work in the short term.

They reduce anxiety.

Unfortunately, that short-term relief can help anxiety survive in the longer term.
1. They stop us discovering whether our prediction was accurate

Suppose you believe:

“If 1 don't carefully plan what I'm going to say, I'll embarrass myself.”

You spend an hour rehearsing before meeting somebody.

The conversation goes perfectly well.

Your anxious mind may conclude:

“Thank goodness | prepared so carefully.”

But there is another possibility:

You might have managed perfectly well without all that preparation.

Because you used the safety behaviour, you never got the opportunity to find out.

Your original belief remains untested.

2. Safety behaviours can sometimes create the very problem we're trying to avoid

Imagine you're worried that people at work think you aren't capable.

To protect yourself from saying something wrong, you remain silent during meetings.

Unfortunately, colleagues may then interpret your silence as disengagement or a lack of contribution.
Your attempt to avoid being judged has unintentionally increased the possibility of being misunderstood.

Anxiety can be sneaky like that.

3. We can give the safety behaviour credit when nothing bad happens

Imagine you're frightened of having a panic attack while shopping, so you always take somebody with you.
You go shopping together and nothing bad happens.

You might conclude:

“l was okay because they were with me.”

But perhaps you would also have coped alone.

You cannot discover that while somebody always accompanies you.



Gradually, the safety behaviour can become a rule:
“l can only cope if...”

And the more powerful that rule becomes, the less confident you may feel without it.

4. Safety behaviours can make us monitor ourselves too closely

Anxiety often turns attention inward.

Am | shaking?

Does my face look red?

Is my heart beating too quickly?

Did I sound strange?

Can they tell I'm nervous?

When we're monitoring ourselves this closely, we're paying less attention to what is actually happening around us.
That can make anxiety feel even stronger.

For example, during a conversation you may become so focused on whether you appear nervous that you're barely
listening to the other person. The conversation then becomes more difficult, which can seem to confirm your
original fear.

Breaking the safety-behaviour cycle

The goal isn't to suddenly remove every safety behaviour.

Instead, become curious about them.

Try asking:

What am | frightened will happen?

What am | doing to prevent that from happening?

Does this strategy genuinely keep me safe, or does it mainly make me feel safer?
What might | discover if | reduced it slightly?

You can then design a small behavioural experiment.

For example:

Fear:
“If | don't rehearse what I'm going to say, I'll make a fool of myself.”

Usual safety behaviour:
Rehearsing conversations beforehand.

Experiment:
Have one short conversation without rehearsing it.

Prediction:
“I'll go blank and the conversation will be embarrassing.”

What actually happened?



What did | learn?

The aim isn't to prove that nothing uncomfortable will ever happen.
It is to discover something much more useful:
“l don't need to control everything in order to cope.”

Every time you approach a situation without relying quite so heavily on your usual safety strategies, you give your
brain an opportunity to gather new evidence.

Over time, the message can begin to change from:
“l survived because | protected myself.”

to:

“I coped because | can cope.”

That is where confidence begins to grow.



Module 8: Approach Rather Than Avoid

Avoidance is one of the main ways anxiety keeps itself going. When something makes us anxious, the natural
temptation is to escape from it or avoid it altogether. This usually brings immediate relief, which feels helpful.
Unfortunately, the brain can interpret that relief as evidence that escaping was necessary: “I got away, so | am safe.”
The next time we encounter the situation, anxiety is likely to return, sometimes even more strongly.

Over time, avoidance can gradually make life smaller. We may stop going to certain places, turn down invitations,
avoid difficult conversations, postpone decisions, rely increasingly on other people, or give up activities we once
enjoyed. The more we avoid, the fewer opportunities we have to discover that our anxious predictions may be
exaggerated and that we are actually capable of coping.

The avoidance cycle

Something feels threatening - Anxiety rises -» | avoid or escape - Anxiety drops - | feel relieved - My brain
learns “Avoidance kept me safe” - The situation feels threatening again next time

CBT helps us reverse this cycle by gradually approaching rather than avoiding.

Approach doesn't mean throwing yourself into your biggest fear or forcing yourself to endure something
overwhelming. Instead, we take manageable steps towards situations anxiety has taught us to fear. Each experience
gives the brain an opportunity to gather new information.

You may discover:
e “It wasn't as bad as | predicted.”
e “My anxiety rose, but then it came down again.”
e  “Ifelt uncomfortable, but | could tolerate it.”
e “Ididn't need all of my usual safety behaviours.”
e “Things didn't go perfectly, but I still coped.”
o “Feeling anxious doesn't necessarily mean I'm in danger.”
Think steps, not leaps
If something feels too difficult, break it into smaller steps.
For example, someone who feels anxious about eating alone in a café might create an approach ladder:

Step 1: Walk into a café and buy a takeaway drink.

Step 2: Sit inside for five minutes.

Step 3: Stay for a whole drink.

Step 4: Have a coffee alone without distracting yourself with your phone.
Step 5: Have lunch alone.

Start with something that creates some anxiety but feels achievable. Once that step becomes easier, move to the
next.

Try not to judge success by asking:
“Was | anxious?”
Instead ask:

“Did | approach something | would normally avoid?”



You can feel anxious and still succeed.

Don't wait for confidence

Anxiety often tells us:

“I'll do it when I feel ready.”

But waiting to feel completely ready can become another form of avoidance.
Confidence often comes after action, not before it.

The process is usually:

Take a small risk - discover what actually happens - realise you can cope - confidence grows - take another
step.

Every time you approach something anxiety has encouraged you to avoid, you are giving your brain new evidence.
The aim isn't to become fearless. It is to gradually learn:
“l can feel anxious, face uncertainty and still move forward.”

And when anxiety no longer decides what you can and cannot do, your world starts getting bigger again.



Module 9: Behavioural experiments

CBT is not only about discussing thoughts. Sometimes the most powerful way to challenge an anxious prediction is to
testit.

Example
Prediction: “If | speak in the meeting, | will stumble over my words and everyone will think | am incompetent.”

Experiment: Make one brief contribution while reducing the usual safety behaviour of rehearsing every sentence.

Afterwards, record what actually happened. Did anyone criticise you? Did the meeting simply continue? Were you
able to cope with feeling nervous?

The most useful question is not “Was | anxious?” It is “What did | discover?”
Negative Predictions and Behavioural Experiments

Anxiety often encourages us to predict the worst. We may overestimate the chance that something will go wrong,
imagine that the consequences will be terrible, and underestimate our ability to cope. These predictions can then
change our behaviour: we avoid the situation, escape when anxiety rises, or rely on safety behaviours to get
through it. Although this brings short-term relief, it prevents us from discovering whether our prediction was
actually accurate. As a result, the anxious belief remains untested and continues to feel true.

A behavioural experiment is a CBT technique for testing these predictions in real life. Think of yourself as a curious
scientist rather than assuming your anxious thought is a fact. First identify your prediction, for example, “If | go to
the party, nobody will talk to me and I'll feel foolish,” and rate how strongly you believe it from 0—100%. Then
consider a more balanced possibility, such as “I may feel nervous at first, but | will probably find someone to talk
to.” Design a manageable experiment that gives you a genuine opportunity to find out, ideally while reducing
avoidance or safety behaviours.

Afterwards, compare what you predicted with what actually happened. What evidence did you collect? How did
you cope? Did the feared outcome happen, partly happen, or not happen at all? Then rate your original prediction
again. The goal isn't to prove that nothing bad will ever happen; it is to replace assumptions with experience. Each
time you approach rather than avoid, you give your brain new information and build confidence in an important
message: “Even when | feel anxious, | can cope.”
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Module 10: Your anxiety toolkit

1. CALM: Notice what is happening in your body. Ground yourself and allow the threat system to settle.

2. IDENTIFY: Is this a real problem or a hypothetical worry? Problem-solve what is actionable. Allow uncertainty when
it is not.

3. HEAL: Use Helpful, Evidence, Alternative and Loved One when a thought is driving distress.
4. NOTICE: Am | using a safety behaviour or avoiding something because of anxiety?
5. APPROACH: What is one manageable step towards this rather than away from it?

6. LEARN: What actually happened, and what did | learn about my ability to cope?

7-day CBT challenge

e Day 1: Notice one anxiety cycle.

e Day 2: Practise grounding while calm.

e Day 3: Catch one hypothetical 'what if?' worry.

e Day4: Complete one HEAL diary.

e Day 5: Identify one safety behaviour.

e Day 6: Reduce that safety behaviour slightly.

o Day 7: Complete one small approach-based behavioural experiment.

Anxiety often says: “Wait until you feel confident.” CBT asks you to take a manageable step while anxiety is



present, discover that you can cope, and allow confidence to follow.

COWCH

The aim is not a life without uncertainty or anxiety. It is a life in which anxiety no longer gets to make all the decisions.




	What you will learn
	Module 1: What is CBT?
	Try this

	Module 3: Grounding and a calmer body
	5-4-3-2-1 grounding

	Module 4: Real worries vs hypothetical worries
	Real/current worry
	Hypothetical worry

	Module 5: Errors in thinking
	Module 6: The HEAL thought diary
	H - Helpful?
	E - Evidence
	A - Alternative
	L - Loved one

	Module 7: Safety behaviours
	Module 9: Behavioural experiments
	Example

	Module 10: Your anxiety toolkit
	7-day CBT challenge


