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 1      A Quick Heads Up 
 
      
 
    Firstly, and certainly most importantly, if you are suffering from any symptoms that are worrying you, especially in the head or chest area, then I would highly recommend seeing a doctor. If you suffer from any form of anxiety at all then please go and talk to someone if you haven’t already.  
 
    Secondly, throughout this little book there will be times where I discuss certain medical conditions and their symptoms. If you are worried that reading about these conditions and how they can affect a person will take a toll on your mental health and cause additional worry because of your health anxiety, then this may not be the book for you. 
 
    That said however, if you are already prone to using the internet to research your symptoms and have convinced yourself that you have cancer, measles, lupus, ALS or whatever particular flavour you’re chasing this week, then you’ve probably got nothing to lose. The goal here is to help you realise that it’s highly unlikely you have the thing you think you have, as well as trying to pry you away from the internet, and to stop you looking these things up so you can begin to recover from health anxiety.



 
   
  
 




 2      About the Author 
 
      
 
    Philip Martins was born in Chichester in the south of England. He is just a normal 36-year-old guy who does normal things like watching all the latest and greatest hit TV shows and playing the odd game, taking a few walks here and there and is really good at freaking out over nothing. He has managed to convince himself many times that he is dying from terrible terminal illnesses over the last eighteen years. Amazingly, he isn't dead yet and is currently exploring the possibility that maybe, just maybe he has a few more years yet. He also worries that by saying such things he'll be struck down by an aneurysm immediately. 
 
      
 
    When he’s not suffering from crippling brain fog, Phil writes on his health anxiety blog from time to time at health-anxiety.com, in addition to running a forum where you can contact him at forum.health-anxiety.com 
 
    And even though he thinks Twitter is the root of all evil, he has an account there too - @No2Hypochondria. 
 
    



 
   
  
 




 3      Introduction 
 
      
 
    The funny thing about health anxiety I always thought, is that it doesn’t always necessarily need to be about a potentially fatal disease. It can be about anything that could be viewed as a threat to a person’s survival. Then, if you want to make things really interesting, just give them a laptop and see how much of a frenzy they can work themselves in to. 
 
    Many years ago, I was in Portugal with my dad and visiting some old friends of his. On one particularly sunny afternoon after a late night that might have involved alcohol, we decided to fire up the BBQ and I was left in charge of salad preparation and ice crushing for caipirinhas, which was very important work. 
 
    Like you do when you’re chopping things, I was helping myself to a sneaky slice of cucumber here and a cheeky little cherry tomato there. Everything was going great until my dad saw me eating one of the tomatoes. As casual as you can imagine, he saunters past me and lazily says ‘careful son, I was handling raw chicken yesterday while cooking with those tomatoes.’ 
 
    And so it began. 
 
    The momentary blindness. The head rush followed by the heart rate. Panic attack city was just up the road and I was driving towards it at top speed. The timing couldn’t have been worse either. I had been bitten by a mosquito the day before and was already waiting for a bout of malaria to kick in, and now I had to deal with being fatally poisoned by a salmonella covered rogue tomato. Adding to this was the bone cancer that was developing after I’d found a hard lump on the back of my hand the week before. It was safe to say that things were not going well. 
 
    I instantly felt sick. I needed to leave. Having a health anxiety related panic attack on your own is one thing. Having a health anxiety related panic attack in front of other people, especially people who you don’t know very well, is a whole other level and brings with it even more panic. I headed indoors after making up some excuse about finding music to listen to on the laptop when my real intention was to look up food poisoning symptoms. 
 
    Within minutes I was reading about salmonella and E. Coli. Not long after that I discovered in rare cases of food poisoning you can end up with typhoid fever. I’d never even heard of typhoid fever! 
 
    Five minutes later I was an expert on typhoid fever. 
 
    I had taken a quick course in food poisoning thanks to the internet and now I knew all I needed to know. I was even more qualified in my newly acquired knowledge as I was already showing symptoms, all within minutes of eating a fatal cherry tomato. I couldn’t believe I was going to die because of a really small, really stupid tomato. 
 
    My first symptom was how hot I felt, and a high temperature was symptom number one on the list. This obviously had nothing to do with the hangover I had, the dehydration, or the 40 °C sunshine. The second symptom was a rash, or pink spots, and after checking myself over and over I managed to find a pimple that had probably existed for days and that was proof right there that I had typhoid fever. 
 
    Then there was the headache, the tiredness and all the rest of it. It’s funny how I missed one very important piece of information during that little episode, and that is typhoid fever takes one to two weeks to develop. In my tomato induced panic attack I wasn’t reading things properly. I was just picking the bits of information that suited my health fears. Somehow, I had managed to go through the salmonella stage and develop full blown typhoid in less than ten minutes. 
 
    Now if only the internet hadn’t existed, or if only I at least had the sense not to use it. I may well have gotten sick even though it was incredibly unlikely. It turns out it’s not as probable as you might think when it comes to raw chicken. Even if I had gotten sick then there was every chance that the whole episode would have only lasted around seven days and that would have been the end of it. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the internet, we wouldn’t have a lot of the very useful and enjoyable things we have today. Things like instant and easy communication, Netflix, online gaming and pizza to your door. I also wouldn’t have had stomach cancer, renal failure, tuberculosis, Parkinson’s, skin cancer, fatal allergic reactions, lupus, osteoporosis or vascular dementia. Or spinal muscular atrophy. Or cirrhosis. Or eye cancer.  
 
    Lyme disease, malaria, a whole bunch of strokes, Ebola, dengue, I’ve had them all. One time I was bitten by a dog on my thumb so obviously rabies was inevitable. I had legionnaires once when I drank some tap water after being away for a week and convincing myself the water in the pipes had probably gone bad. 
 
    On another occasion with another dog, the little fella got a bit over excited and jumped right at me as I was relaxing one the sofa. He flung himself right at my face and managed to get one of his claws in to my mouth and scratch my gum badly enough that it started to bleed, so I immediately had blood poisoning. 
 
    Good times. 
 
    Since I wrote my last book, I had all the best intentions of carrying on the health anxiety awareness cause but life got in the way. My partner decided to get a new job in Glasgow and I got very busy. We drove 450 miles during the UK's worst snow storm since the ice age, suffered a broken ornamental flamingo, had dealings with a very dodgy landlord forcing us to move again as soon as we arrived but finally after two months, we managed to settle in.  
 
    I had been receiving messages from various people in all parts of the world telling me how much they enjoyed the first book and how it opened their eyes to their problems, to help them realise that they are not alone, that there is a way out. Time kept moving on and things were always in the back of my mind and I kept promising to get things going. 
 
    Opportunity finally presented itself and it seemed like I finally had the time to get back in to the swing of things and rekindle my old ambitions of getting a website up and running and creating a forum. There are people out there going through what I went through and that to me is unacceptable. Even though there is more awareness around anxiety today than there ever has been, health anxiety specifically seems to take something of a back seat and yet is a very real modern-day issue. 
 
    It’s been the best part of 20 years now since I recovered from my health anxiety and sometimes it’s easy to forget how bad things got for me and how bad things are for other people right now, today. 
 
    So, what can I do? I wasn’t sure where to begin and so I figured a good place to start would be to check out some forums to see who's suffering from what these days and how they're dealing with it. I had no intention of writing any more books on the issue of health anxiety, but after an hour of reading and clawing my eyes out in frustration I opened up my word processor and now here I am.  
 
    It’s an ironic twist that the first place people turn to for information is also the very place that causes peoples anxiety to become worse. Online articles with the best of intentions telling people what to look out for when it comes to a certain disease are all well and good for rational people who aren’t suffering from health anxiety, but if a hypochondriac stumbles upon that article then it’s days, weeks, months of agonising over new symptoms that they now have. Those symptoms are without a doubt very real but are manufactured by a broken mind. 
 
    Social media bears a responsibility in perpetuating mental health issues across the whole anxiety spectrum as people seek to reach out in to the digital void for virtual back pats and encouragement. When those likes don’t come, the feeling of helplessness can be made worse and all manner of mental issues are compounded. 
 
    Search engines are all too quick to put the most unlikely cause of a problem at the top of a list that contains no sensitivity towards a person’s disposition. The internet is a wonderful thing and a great place to learn, communicate and share experiences. But to a fragile mind it is the devil, a disease in itself and currently without a cure. 
 
    People with health anxiety are still turning to Dr Google and making an already miserable situation worse by searching for things like headaches and brain tumour, tingling and MS, chest pain and heart attack and lump in throat cancer. People are still falling in to the trap of picking a symptom, choosing a cause for that symptom and finding that the answer is yes, you are going to die and it is going to be horrible. Google will always match the two and return the worst result. The reality is very different of course but who can be rational when they're about to die a horrible death. 
 
    So here we are. 
 
    This book is your fault. You made me do this. So now you will read it, understand it, take it in and then you will not use Google or any other search engine or the internet in general or even your local library or do anything anymore regarding symptoms except to talk to someone who is a paid and trained medical professional. If you do use Google I will come to your house and extract your desktop/laptop/phone from you and throw it in to the sea. 
 
    I have tried to keep this all as simple as possible with next to no terminology. I personally find it a total pain when you want to read about and understand something only to have to put a book down because you need to conduct an advanced level of scientific research just to make it to page three of whatever you're reading. 
 
    For me, one of the greatest reliefs from health anxiety was being able to find accounts from other people that were, or had been in similar situations to me, stories that helped me to realise that I wasn’t alone. This is what I hope to bring to you. I can’t magically cure you, or promise that this will solve all your problems. My goal is to help you see that you aren’t alone, to help you see yourself in what I went through, that you are not crazy and there can be light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    The ultimate goal is to get you to realise that using the internet, no matter how tempting it is to try and solve your health mysteries, is the best way to break yourself. You need to stop doing it and you need to stop doing it now otherwise you will never recover. It’s as simple as that. 
 
    Seriously. If you are going to keep using the internet to research your symptoms, to keep feeding your fear even after you’ve read this book then do yourself a favour, return it and go and spend the money on something else. Consign yourself to a life of health anxiety and live happily ever after. Or make a choice and start living again, because one way or another, through illness or old age, it is going to end someday, and you will regret the time you’ve wasted freaking out over the inevitable.



 
   
  
 




 4      What is Cyberchondria and is it Affecting Me? 
 
      
 
    Cyberchondria is a relatively new term and is still finding its true meaning. For me though, cyberchondria is the compulsive act of going online to look up symptoms and making health anxiety worse by finding causes of those symptoms that are the most devastating but also the least likely. The chances are that if you are a hypochondriac, then at some point you have or will almost definitely go online to conduct some of your own medical research. 
 
    One of the best examples of this is muscle twitching and multiple sclerosis. If you’re anything like I was and your anxiety is through the roof, I would happily bet large sums of money that you’ve had muscle twitches and numbness on various parts of your body, but usually on your arms and legs. On the one hand you want to know what it is, but on the other hand you really don’t want to know what it is. You may be stuck in that weird place where you are terrified of dying from an illness you are convinced you have, but you’re even more terrified of going to a doctor to be told that it’s real. 
 
    Instead you go online and look for a solution yourself. There are a couple of things that Google throws up when you search for muscle twitches, the two most terrifying being multiple sclerosis and ALS (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis), aka motor neurone disease (MND). The sheer amount of people posting online that are worried they have ALS is phenomenal. It is an incredibly rare disease and affects roughly 30,000 people in the US, with 5,000 new cases reported each year. Yet for each poor soul that actually has the condition, it seems there are ten more who think they have it when all they really have is a bad case of anxiety. 
 
    People with anxiety read in to a condition and as soon as they have decided that they have ALS, or MS or whatever, they then begin researching that condition specifically. Googling ALS symptoms will bring up several things to look out for including stumbling, slurred speech, swallowing problems, muscle cramps, poor posture and muscle stiffness. What Google likely won’t mention straight away is that every single one of those is a symptom of anxiety. These symptoms then begin to present themselves in individuals even if they weren’t experiencing them before, and is something that has most likely happened to you. 
 
    This just perpetuates the cycle. You diagnose yourself with a condition which causes you to become more anxious. More anxiety means more symptoms, newer symptoms. You go online and look up the newer symptoms, find a new disease and so it goes on. The cycle has to be broken, and giving up the internet to lookup symptoms is as good a place as any to start. 
 
    Cyberchondria has become such a problem now that it is not just internet forums that are being filled with unnecessarily concerned individuals. According to research conducted by Imperial College London in 2018, the UK is currently in the grip of a health anxiety epidemic thanks to the internet, and it is estimated that 1 in 5 of all visits to a doctor are now fuelled by “internet-induced irrational fears” at a cost of £420m each year. 
 
    Did you know that even if you stopped having anxiety tomorrow and remained completely anxiety free for the next two weeks, you would still suffer from anxiety symptoms such as muscle twitching? If you have been running on adrenaline for months on end due to panic attacks and anxiety, your nervous system will be a total wreck and it needs time to recover. How are you ever going to get better if you keep pumping yourself full of fear? 
 
    There are varying degrees of health anxiety. There are some people that are concerned with their health that regularly check their symptoms online and after doing so will come away from their research feeling relieved. On the other end of the scale there are those that will finish their research and come away feeling worse. If you find yourself in the latter category then according to a study conducted by New York State Psychiatric Institute’s Emily Doherty-Torstrick, you could well include yourself in the category of cyberchondriac. 
 
    Those found to be at the higher end of the health anxiety scale were also likely to spend on average two hours a day researching their symptoms as well as believing they were suffering as many as five different diseases at the same time. At the lower end of the scale you are likely only to be worried about one or two. Checking online three or four times a day is considered excessive although for me checking once is excessive if you’re predisposed to anxiety. 
 
    People with higher levels of health anxiety are also more likely not to believe their doctors when they are told they don’t have the condition they think they have. 
 
    In short, if you are finding yourself in a loop of compulsively checking your symptoms online several times a day for around two hours, seeking reassurance but instead causing yourself even more distress, and then ending up with multiple ways of dying that day, you can probably wear the badge that says I am a cyberchondriac. 
 
      
 
    



 
   
  
 




 5      Am I Going Blind, Or is it Just Getting Dark? 
 
      
 
    Changes in vision was the latest symptom I had just read about online. It was winter time and Christmas was just around the corner, though I wasn’t feeling particularly festive as I was going to die before the big day anyway. 
 
    I had been suffering from headaches for months on and off that had only been briefly interrupted by a passing case of diabetes and a small bout of kidney failure. However, the headaches were now back in full affect. I had already been to see a doctor and had been told that there was nothing wrong with me. He had me doing all kinds of circus tricks the day before as he quickly fired off random instructions like touch your nose, now pat your head, wiggle your arms and now use your left hand to touch your right knee. I passed with flying colours and was told it definitely wasn’t a brain tumour. 
 
    Still, that didn’t stop me going home and then later that night start browsing the internet looking for other possible causes of my headaches. I was trying my best to find out what could be causing me all this pain while simultaneously trying to avoid anything that might trigger my anxiety. But when you are convinced you have something, there is this morbid obsession with just having to have a look. You know it’s bad, you know it’s going to ruin your day, but you do it anyway. 
 
    So I did it, I looked up brain tumour symptoms. I had to find out every symptom and then rule them out one by one just so I could be completely sure that it wasn’t what I was suffering from. 
 
    First off, I wasn’t vomiting everywhere which was a relief for sure. Then there were seizures. I wasn’t having any of those but I was experiencing what could be described as a symphony of twitches all over my body. These twitches were everywhere and constant. Not quite a seizure, but surely a sign of my faulty brain firing off warning signals. The panic began to rise again. 
 
    Hearing problems was another one I would concern myself with. I’d sit in a room to see if I could hear everything perfectly on each side, turning my head to a source of noise to see if it was as clear in one ear as it was in the other. I’d convince myself that my PC fan sounded clearer in my left ear and so there must be something wrong with my right ear. I’d stick my fingers in my ears and pull them out at the same time to compare my hearing after not being able to hear anything for thirty seconds. 
 
    If I stood up and got my footing wrong and had a bit of a wobble, I’d have a panic attack. Every little thing I read online about every symptom was analysed and picked apart. If I had put as much effort in to resolving my anxiety as I did in to finding things wrong with me, I’d have been the healthiest and happiest person on the planet. 
 
    It went on. After reading about how a brain tumour can interfere with your vision, I found myself sitting at my desk staring at a wall. I’d cover my right eye and see if I could notice anything, and then I’d cover my left. I was moving my eyes around really fast, quickly turning my head to see how fast I could focus on certain objects to see if my brain was functioning properly, with the slightest misjudgement causing my anxiety rise. I was really beginning to hate myself at this point. 
 
    Time was getting on. It had gone midnight and the one part of the day I dreaded above all others was upon me. Time to try and go to sleep. Lying in bed at night with nothing to distract you, nothing to focus on except your own negative thoughts, the headaches and the strange body sensations is by far probably the worst time of day for anyone that suffers from health anxiety. Every little twitch and tingle, ache, pain or inexplicable sensation is analysed and over thought. It’s dark, silent, lonely and terrifying. 
 
    The tossing and the turning to try and distract yourself from everything you’re physically feeling keeps you awake. I would get twitches and tingling in my legs and so would keep moving them around as much as I could to try and block out the symptoms. Some nights the panic attacks were worse than others and I’d often just sit up in bed rocking back and forth just wishing it all away. 
 
    Trying to hide physical symptoms by moving around would sometimes work, but one thing that is impossible to hide are the flashing lights you see behind your closed eyes. If you have had health anxiety for some time this is a symptom you may have come across yourself and can be quite alarming. When it’s dark and you’re trying to get to sleep there is simply no escaping it. A couple of flashes or some weird colourful imagery behind your closed eyes at 2am is a great way to get the anxiety going, which gets the twitching going and then you don’t sleep a wink. 
 
    Things were so much worse for me at night time and I would watch the clock, begging for day to break. Seeing the black sky turn to a dark shade of blue as the sun began to rise brought as much comfort as it did worry. On the one hand the world was waking up and the sound of cars and people going to work somehow permeated the loneliness. On the other hand, I was going to be exhausted and useless yet again with no energy for anything other than more computer time. 
 
    At some point in the mornings once the sun was up, there would be enough light in the room so that I wouldn’t be able to notice the patterns behind my eyes. Through sheer exhaustion, I would finally fall asleep for about an hour or two before inevitably waking up in the middle of some panicky dream. 
 
    After this one particularly restless night worrying about my headaches and vision problems, I was straight on to the computer first thing so I could look in to the flashing lights and strange patterns. It didn’t take long until I stumbled across something that I hadn’t stumbled upon before. Something truly horrifying. I knew as soon as I read the symptoms that this was what was happening to me. It had to be. I was going to go blind. Not just any old blind though, oh no. 
 
    It was my retinas, and they were physically detaching themselves from my eyeballs. 
 
    I hadn’t even known that this was a thing for more than thirty seconds but I knew this was it, this was the reason for the flashes of light. Brain tumour? What brain tumour! Gone, out the window, no more. This was the real reason. 
 
    I rushed to the window and looked outside at the blue sky. I’d noticed them before but now they were more prominent than ever. There were these little grey specs floating around in my eyes. I couldn’t focus on them because they moved with my eyes but they were definitely there zooming around in my periphery. 
 
    For the rest of that day I was on maximum alert for any visual discrepancies. It was quite a bright and sunny day which didn’t help, and brightness was very hard for me to deal with at the height of my anxiety and depression. Sometime during the afternoon while I was watching television the sun dipped behind a cloud and the room dimmed, because you know, that’s just what happens. Except I suddenly thought I was going blind. 
 
    To be clear; the sun went behind a cloud and I had a panic attack because I thought my vision was darkening. Health anxiety really is that crazy. I would have similar panics if it was sunny and a bird happened to fly past the house and momentarily block out some of the direct sunlight. I’d sit there trying to remember if I had actually just blinked or if I was going blind, and then I’d blink away to myself for a minute trying to recreate the exact change in light that I just saw. 
 
    I was in such a bad state at this point in my life that if I’d had enough symptoms, I probably could have convinced myself that somehow I was pregnant. 
 
    I was sat in the doctors waiting room the next day listening out for my name to be called. It’s funny because I was terrified about losing my vision, but deep down, even through all the anxiety, there was a part of me that knew I was about to make a fool of myself. When my name was finally called and I walked the ever more familiar hallway towards my doctor’s office, my anxiety began to fade and a sheepishness began to set in. 
 
    It had only been a few days since I had previously visited telling him I wanted to be tested for a brain tumour. He was a great doctor, always sympathetic and always reassuring. However, when he asked me if I had been on the internet again looking up my symptoms and I said yes, you can imagine the look on his face when I told him my eyes were melting in my head. 
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 6      Common Pitfalls 
 
      
 
    It’s very easy to fall in to a panic induced cyberchondria trap and can happen even if you’re not explicitly looking for symptoms of something you think you have. Over the years I fell in to all of the traps and caused myself a great deal of panic, anxiety and sleepless nights. 
 
    The things I write about in this chapter may seem like common sense but I’ve seen numerous people telling stories of how they have worked themselves up in to a frenzy by not following a few simple rules. You probably know you shouldn’t do these things but if you are anything like I was then it doesn’t stop you from doing them. I may be pointing out the obvious, but in doing so I’m hoping that if you are guilty of falling in to one of these traps, you’ll see yourself in what I’m saying and next time think twice before doing it. 
 
    One of the first things I learned to avoid when using the internet was looking up possible remedies for common ailments such as colds. Equally as important is to be sure you don’t look up symptoms of common illnesses that you think you have. 
 
    Hypochondriacs these days have it much worse than I did when I was battling my own problems. Back when I was using the internet to make myself ill, we “old skool” cyberchondriacs had to really dig deep for our information. I remember when I was suffering from headaches, I was looking for people online who had the same symptoms as me but were simultaneously aware that they were hypochondriacs and knew that there nothing was wrong with them. This was when I knew I was major worrier and was seeking the reassurance or the relatability I talk about. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, at the time that simply didn’t exist. I spent day after day looking for these stories and in all that time, I was only able to find three. Three peoples accounts of what they were going through on the entirety of the internet. Three! 
 
    These days things are very different and if you aren’t sure what might be wrong with you then the internet is only too keen to point you in the direction of death and despair. 
 
    Some years ago, Google implemented a feature that automatically suggests things that you may be looking for in a feature called autosuggest. To be fair I find it to be quite a useful feature a lot of the time. However sometimes the things it suggests are not good for people with health anxiety and just typing a single word can bring on panic. The really scary thing is Google automatically suggests things based on how popular particular search terms are, and if that’s the case then search providers really ought to look at filtering results. 
 
    For example, let’s say you have a sore throat. On a whim you decide to look up throat pain remedies to see if there is anything you have at home that may help alleviate your symptoms for a while. Type in the word throat and see what the first suggestion is… 
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    I ask myself why, when I type in throat, does Google automatically go straight to cancer? The simple answer as I said above, is that when people type the word ‘throat’ in to Google, the most likely word they type in next is cancer. 
 
    It also raises the question; how many people who don’t have health anxiety end up suffering from it because the seed is planted in their brain by search engines? Imagine you’ve had a sore throat for just over a week and this is the first thing you see when you begin your search. You go on to read a bunch of information about symptoms and then possibly, even though you’ve never had an anxiety problem, you find yourself nervous. That nervousness increases your awareness of the pain which in turn causes you to focus on it more and then the rest is history. I imagine for most people this is an unlikely scenario. But can we honestly believe for a second that perfectly healthy people haven’t been turned in to anxious wrecks by the internet? Which is why if you already are an anxious wreck you definitely shouldn’t use the internet even to read about normal non-life-threatening conditions. 
 
    To try and demonstrate how potentially widespread cyberchondria is and how pointless it is looking online for life threatening conditions, I’m going to show how you and thousands of others are making yourselves ill by searching online. I did a quick bit of research in to the search term ‘throat cancer’ to see how many times the term is used compared to how many people are actually diagnosed with the disease. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Using the image above and focusing more on the term ‘throat cancer symptoms’, it’s fair to assume that these people are in the process of self-diagnosing or are worried that they or someone close to them is displaying symptoms. If you already have throat cancer, you’re not likely to be looking up the symptoms. 
 
    This image shows that in the UK, anywhere between 10,000 and 100,000 people on average are using the search term ‘throat cancer symptoms’ each and every month of the year.  The number of people that are actually diagnosed with throat cancer in the UK each year is around 2,000. Even if each diagnosed individual and their closest 20 family members all went and did the same search, that would still only account for 40,000 searches for the entire year. 
 
    Essentially, out of all of the searches for throat cancer symptoms made by the hundreds of thousands of people in the UK, the overwhelming majority are made by perfectly healthy people who have nothing to worry about. To put it in to percentages, that is anywhere between 0.17% and 1.67% of people who make the search that may end up with a diagnosis and that’s assuming every single one of the 2000 used a search engine before they were diagnosed. 
 
    In the US, the average monthly search for the same term is anywhere between 100,000 and 1,000,000 searches per month. The yearly annual number of diagnoses for throat cancer in the US is an estimated 12,410. Out of a potential 1,000,000 to 12,000,000 annual searches, that equates to 0.10% - 1.24%, again that is assuming that every individual used a search engine before they diagnosed. 
 
    In Canada, up to 120,000 people perform the search annually with an estimated 1,150 diagnoses expected. Obviously as far as in-depth research goes this is not world class analysis and is just a very quick observation I have made, but hopefully it helps to put in to perspective how pointless and futile it is to be wasting your time online looking things up when the chances are you are perfectly fine. 
 
    In addition to not looking up remedies to common complaints, I would also recommend not looking up an illness that’s bothering you to help you rule out anything sinister. By this I mean not looking up cough symptoms so you can convince yourself that it is a cough and not something that is going to kill you. 
 
    When I had health anxiety and a cold at the same time and was suffering all the usual symptoms, I would worry that it really wasn’t a cold and so would go online to look up cold symptoms, and then compare the results to my symptoms to reassure myself that it really was nothing more than a cold. 
 
    If you have had health anxiety for some time the chances are you have suffered an illness that is harmless, but when mixed with health anxiety is a recipe for disaster. If you’re anything like me then at some point you may have done some of this super careful reverse type searching to confirm that even though you are ill, you’re not going to die. 
 
    Say you’ve got your cold and you feel terrible. You’re tired and run down, you have body aches, your nose is blocked, your head hurts and your eyes are dry and sore. It’s all going on. For most people a cold is a mild to middling inconvenience that they can either push through or is something that takes them off their feet for a few days, but ultimately, they’ll be fine in the end. For someone who suffers from health anxiety it can be the beginning of the end of their life. 
 
    That dizziness that comes with a cold can enhance the anxiety, the heart beats faster and every ache and pain is analysed. The headache is a brain tumour, the joint pain is rickets and the sore eyes are multiple sclerosis. Except deep down you know that’s not true, you know it’s a cold. Just to be sure you decide to go on Google and search for the signs of a common cold so you can tick them off one by one and hopefully ease your anxiety a little. And then… 
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    Now your harmless cold has just become a potentially life-threatening condition. Enjoy that panic attack! 
 
    Asides from accidently diagnosing ourselves with terminal conditions, there is also the more obvious route of just straight up going for the kill. The first example I’ll use is a classic and embraced by hypochondriacs everywhere; the headache. Often caused by stress and poor posture due to the anxiety being suffered, the headache is one of the most common types of concern because it is most commonly associated with a brain tumour - if you’re a hypochondriac and you haven’t had a brain tumour, you’re doing it wrong. There are so many different types of headache and so many different causes so let’s see what Google has to say about it and try and narrow it down. 
 
    Now is it on the top of your head or is it on the side? Is it more on the outside of your head or on the inside? Morning or evening? Throbbing or continuous? Are these the questions you ask yourself every day as you sit there analysing your headache to try and pinpoint the source of pain exactly? Does the pain move around from day to day and does it sometimes make the back of your eyes hurt? You’re not entirely sure, so you go on Google and you let it lead you on a dark path. 
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    So much to choose from! As a hypochondriac you’re not really looking for an answer so much as you’re looking for a problem. You already know what problem you want because at this point it is more than likely that you are already 91.37% sure it’s a brain tumour. You’re looking for safer, alternative headaches but you know where this is going, you know you’re sailing too close to the wind but you can’t help yourself. 
 
    You could choose any of these options and there is a wealth of information to be had and a whole load of dark paths to walk down. We’ll go with one as a good example and the one I would have most likely picked when I had my health anxiety. 
 
    What could be the cause of daily headaches? That’s exactly the kind of information you’re after. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    If you have ever made a search like this and come back with similar results, you’ll know what I mean when I say you go temporarily blind for a second. Your head spins. Or does the world begin to spin much faster? It’s hard to tell. You feel like you’ve been punched in the stomach, your heart, already beating pretty quickly at the anticipation of your fatal diagnosis has gone from fast to imminent explosion in less than a second. 
 
    Where do you even begin? Stroke? Meningitis? These things hadn’t even occurred to you. What is intracranial pressure anyway? Well you’re on one now, the adrenaline is pumping and the hesitancy you had before is gone and so the search continues. 
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    And now you have a bleed on the brain. 
 
    What these searches for headaches don’t tell you is that 90% of all headaches are known as primary headaches, and these headaches are totally harmless. Search engines are all too quick to show you the most unlikely cause to a problem. 
 
    It doesn’t even have to be anything serious and Google will automatically tell you things you shouldn’t be reading. Just look at what happened when I searched for dry mouth. 
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    The top result and it is straight to strokes and Alzheimer’s. It does mention stress and anxiety but if someone who is in the early throes of health anxiety reads this then it can easily lead to more stress and many more issues down the line, especially after they start searching for other symptoms of these conditions and cause them to manifest. It is possible after all that you are just dehydrated. Having a dry mouth is also a symptom of anxiety as the stress you’re under affects saliva production. There is always another, much more likely reason. 
 
    Other things to avoid are health articles with clickbait headlines such as “10 things that mean you may have this frightening condition…” or “Watch out for these signs... “, otherwise you will have whatever symptoms are described in the article before you have even finished reading it. 
 
    It’s a pain having health anxiety and using the internet as you constantly have to be on your guard when it comes to certain content. There will probably be times you start reading something you shouldn’t even though you had no intention of doing so, medical information can and will crop up randomly in things we’re reading even if it’s on a totally different subject. If it happens just shut it down and walk away from it.



 
   
  
 




 7      Forums & Social Media 
 
      
 
    This is a tricky one for me as I actually have a forum dedicated to people who suffer from health anxiety. I set it up as people will always look for places to ask questions and so I figured I’d start one of my own with the aim of helping people obtain the knowledge they need whilst encouraging them to not stick around forever. I’ve had it up and running for some time now but haven’t really pushed it as well as I could have, and although I get occasional visitors and messages, for the most part not much happens. 
 
    I have two thoughts on forums. On the one hand it could give people the very thing I try to provide. People can discover kindred spirits going through the same thing and read stories of other sufferers, possibly bringing a little comfort and helping to bring about the realisation that people aren’t alone in their suffering. 
 
    On the other hand, I see people posting on forums asking questions and getting comforting answers. The next day I see the same person posting a different question about something new that is worrying them. Two days later it’s the same thing again but with the original complaint. These people aren’t solving anything and seem to be creating dependencies. I wouldn’t say that forums contribute to cyberchondria or health anxiety specifically but they could create another bad habit. 
 
    If you are going to use a forum to seek advice then you need to tell yourself that it’s not forever. Don’t become dependent on it.  People seem to be using forums as a crutch to get them from moment to moment, one day to the next, and are doing this in place of reaching the final destination of being anxiety free. 
 
    Social media is quite similar in the way that people seem to be reaching out with ominous status updates or tweets. Honestly, if the devil had a digital baby, he would probably call it Facebooker Twitterson. If you like social media, then pray my plans for world domination fail because I would ban the lot in a heartbeat! 
 
    Yes, I do have a Twitter account myself and I honestly think about shutting it down all the time. I never use it and I have accidently ignored people for weeks who have sent me messages because of how little I log in to it. But I keep it open in case anybody who finds me wants to ask a question or just get in touch. 
 
    I had a Facebook account for seven years, and for the last couple of years of having that account I was in a lonely and anxious place. Every day I would update my status. I would sit there and try and come up with something witty, or better yet try and find a good meme. I’d post it, then I’d sit on my phone and refresh nonstop to see if I was getting any likes. If no likes came in the first ten minutes, I would delete the post. I didn’t realise it at the time but just by being on Facebook I was making myself anxious. 
 
    If I was having a harder day than usual, I would make some ominous post alluding to the fact that things weren’t right in the hope of drawing attention. It was such an unhealthy behaviour. People would respond and ask if everything was ok and I would get a little buzz from that interaction. But I started depending on these hollow interactions. I didn’t even know the majority of the people who got in touch with me, and if I did know them then it was from something silly like fifteen years prior. 
 
    It took me a little while to realise that social media would never solve my anxiety problem no matter how many times I asked my virtual circle for support. I may as well have been sitting in a big empty room and asking the walls for a cuddle. 
 
    One of the best things I ever did to help my anxiety ever, and I cannot recommend this enough, is give up social media. I’m serious. Your life will change and the feeling of freedom and relief that comes from being social media free is amazing. It is easily the most liberating thing I have done in the last five years. 
 
    When I woke up the day after I deleted my Facebook, I grabbed my phone instinctively to get the latest news on people I didn’t know and couldn’t care less about, but then realised I didn’t have to do that anymore. It was like the weight of the world just lifted off of me and a great deal of my anxiety went with it. 
 
    I know the thought of giving up social media probably scares people. I know people who have given up smoking but can’t put down Instagram. I’m not going to say you must give up social media, but it’s worth bearing in mind that there is a very real possibility you can unlock and remove some of your general anxiety by doing so, and this can only be a good thing when trying to beat health anxiety. 
 
    



 
   
  
 




 8      Cause and Effect 
 
      
 
    Anxiety breeds anxiety, and more anxiety means more symptoms. Being in a perpetual state of anxiety puts your body in to an almost permanent state of fight or flight, which is a fancy way of saying you are ready to react to any danger that might come your way. This natural reaction is a vital tool for human survival but is only intended to be used as and when we need to run from danger, or indeed run bravely towards it if we have to fight. 
 
    With health anxiety you are almost always locked in this survival mode as you are constantly in fear of illness and disease. However, you can’t fight it and you can’t run away from it. With the lack of actionable options on hand, anxiety and panic attacks are born. 
 
    One of the main issues with this never-ending stream of adrenaline is the effect it has the body. After time, your body is going to become exhausted from being in a constant state of high alert and eventually you are going to start experiencing very real symptoms. 
 
    Those twitches and that tingling, that funny taste in your mouth, that stomach pain, that tiredness and memory loss, the slurry speech, all of it is real. You aren’t imaging those symptoms. People often ask why the “imaginary” symptoms of the things they are worried about having seem so real, and the answer simply is that they are real. They’re just not symptoms of the thing you think you have but are symptoms of anxiety. 
 
    The cycle needs to be broken and I know it is not an easy cycle to break. You need the symptoms to go away to stop you from being anxious, but you also need the anxiety to go away to stop the symptoms. 
 
    From my experience the symptoms are not going to magically go away. As long as you’re wound up like a tight spring then things are not going to improve. The anxiety has to go first, and that isn’t going to happen if you’re on the internet looking up all the things that you think are wrong with you. So, in an effort to help you stay offline and also to highlight how anxiety causes a lot of these issues, I have compiled a small list of symptoms and how they are linked to anxiety. Some of them are symptoms similar to life-threatening conditions and others are there just to show how much anxiety can affect the mind and body. 
 
    If your symptom isn’t listed here then don’t assume it’s not anxiety related. Remember above all else that every time your anxiety rises, so does the chance of these symptoms occurring. Every sneak peek online to see what’s wrong with you will most likely bring one of these symptoms to a limb near you. You will create more anxiety which will create more symptoms. The longer this goes on then the worse those symptoms will become. 
 
    It goes without saying that first and foremost, if you have any symptoms that are worrying you, particularly if they are symptoms that are related to the chest, then go and see a doctor. With that out the way, read on to see how your own anxiety can cause the sensations that are creating all those sleepless nights. 
 
      
 
    Muscle spasms and twitches 
 
    Probably one of the worst side effects of anxiety. The relentlessly never-ending micro twitches that occur all over your body almost every minute of every day. Your fingers, your toes, arms, legs, eyes, tongue, throat, the lot. The twitching is exhausting and there is no escaping it, this side effect alone was probably responsible for most of my anxiety. 
 
    A body under stress puts tension on muscles and nerves. High tension causes a rush of hormones and unusual blood flow and your muscles are reacting to changes in pressure, disrupted body signals and changes in nerve energy which causes twitching. Anxiety also increases adrenaline giving your muscles that little extra energy causing you to move involuntarily. 
 
      
 
    Tingling, pins & needles, numbness and weakness 
 
    An old favourite of mine and still very popular with health anxiety sufferers today. These symptoms are commonly associated with a fear of multiple sclerosis. Anxiety puts the body on edge causing fight or flight and during this the blood moves to parts of the body to help it prepare to take action. As a result, there is less blood for other body parts and the short supply results is tingling. Because of this shift in supply there is also less blood near the surface causing numbness and can leave blood deprived muscles feeling weak. 
 
      
 
    Blurry vision 
 
    Adrenaline causes pupils to become dilated to allow in more light to prepare for fighting or running. This additional light can cause blurriness. 
 
      
 
    Dizziness 
 
    A faster heart rate caused by anxiety increases blood pressure and it is this increase that causes dizziness. Hyperventilation during particularly stressful episodes of anxiety or a panic attack can also contribute. 
 
      
 
    Slurred speech 
 
    Due to additional muscle tension caused by anxiety and stress, muscles around the mouth can become tense. This extra tension makes it harder to move the mouth and causes speech problems. The more this happens the more you will tend to focus on speaking and this added concentration on moving your mouth can also cause you to slur. 
 
      
 
    Tiredness and fatigue 
 
    Anxiety and adrenaline place the body under continuous stress and absorbs the bodies energy supply. Prolonged periods of stress will leave you depleted of energy and feeling fatigued leading to other anxiety related problems such as poor concentration, coordination issues and difficulty putting your thoughts in to words. 
 
      
 
    Choking sensation or difficulty swallowing 
 
    A choking feeling is such a popular symptom it even has its own name, the globus sensation. Stress can cause tightening of muscles within the body including the throat and this can create a lump in the throat feeling. As awareness of this sensation increases so does the sensation itself. Focus on this area brings the act of swallowing to attention, so instead of swallowing automatically as normal you become aware of it and you may find yourself having to make a conscious effort to swallow. This in turn can make it seem like you are having trouble swallowing. 
 
      
 
    Bad or strange taste in mouth 
 
    Slowing saliva production is a natural stress response and this response also increases the sense of taste. Being continuously stressed out for extended periods of time because of anxiety can leave a metallic or sometimes blood like taste in the mouth. Stress affects the nervous system and this can cause sensory information from the taste buds to send incorrect information to the brain. 
 
      
 
    Hearing problems 
 
    Stress and anxiety can cause an increase in earwax production which can obviously cause blocked hearing. As anxiety interferes with the bodies normal functioning it is possible to hear things that are not there or there may be a persistent ringing in the ears. It may also be that you find it hard to concentrate on what people are saying as your brain is not focusing on what is going on around you.  
 
      
 
    Aches and pains 
 
    Prolonged stress and anxiety have been shown to affect the way the body deals with pain. As with a lot of symptoms related to anxiety it comes down to muscle tension which can cause pain in the arms, legs, neck, shoulders, back and just about anywhere else. The nervous system is also affected and so your brain is not always correctly receiving and interpreting signals from your body. This can result in your brain telling you that you are in pain when in fact there is no cause or reason for pain. 
 
    Health anxiety sufferers are more likely to notice and focus on these aches and pains which increases anxiety which can then increase the severity of them. I could write about pain in each specific body part but life is short. If you are worried about a pain in a specific body area then it falls under this category. Just because the middle of your little finger above the knuckle and to the left a bit isn't mentioned specifically doesn't mean this doesn't apply. 
 
    It's also worth noting that some people may experience uncomfortable nerve like sensations, shooting pains and cramps. You may also experience what can be described as an uncomfortable feeling or a feeling of restlessness in your arms and legs. 
 
      
 
    Body jolts 
 
    This symptom was created by the devil himself as it's the perfect precursor to a panic attack. If you get a shock movement like you've been hit by lightning that shakes your entire body involuntarily then you've been hit by a body jolt. It happens because the stress response is affecting the body considerably and is simply a result of an overstimulated nervous system getting muddled up. 
 
      
 
    Changes in body temperature and sweating 
 
    The stress response prepares the body for danger and in doing this it moves blood around the body to prepare for action. When this happens, less blood is nearer the skin surface causing you to feel cold. After this when the blood begins to move back to the surface you can sometimes begin to sweat as the body begins to warm up. 
 
      
 
    Brain fog 
 
    One of the worst symptoms by far. This one has plagued me for a very long time and still affects me to this day. If you feel like you are walking around in a bubble cut off from the world around you, if you can't concentrate or think, if the simplest task seems like a Mensa IQ test, if your short term memory has stopped working and you're forgetting everything then there's a good chance you have brain fog. It can come and go, last for a few hours, drag on for days or be a permanent fixture in your life. 
 
    Stress causes the parts of the brain responsible for reacting to danger to become more active. When these parts are used too frequently or for a long time the change in function can cause brain fog. Stress also makes it harder for the brain to store information so you may feel you are becoming forgetful. As the body is struggling to function normally and your brain tires due to anxiety you begin to lose the ability to think clearly or recall memories. 
 
    Electrical activity in the brain also increases so the thought process quickens causing attention problems and an inability to focus correctly. Tiredness will set in and things will start to become foggy, you begin to feel detached from what's going on around you and things you previously enjoyed may become a chore. 
 
    Brain fog for me was a precursor to depression. Being constantly out of it and wondering around in a little bubble separated from reality took its toll and eventually not being part of the world become the norm. Yes, brain fog is evil. 
 
      
 
    Light headed or unbalanced 
 
    If you are constantly on edge your nervous system begins to act in an unusual manner which can throw off the bodies balance causing dizziness. During prolonged periods of high anxiety, the body will move blood around in different ways to prepare for a threat, your heart rate can increase and you may breathe faster and these can all cause dizziness. 
 
      
 
    Upset stomach or stomach pain, burping, acid reflux and digestion issues 
 
    Not the most glorious symptoms on the market but they can happen. The stress hormone cortisol can cause the body to produce extra stomach acid irritating the oesophagus leading to stomach pain, vomiting and even stomach ulcers. When I was suffering from anxiety, I often felt as if I had pulled all the muscles across my abdomen like I had done too many sit ups. This feeling often went deeper and I used to worry that it was stomach cancer or an ulcer that was about to explode and kill me. 
 
    In reality it was just stress causing my abdomen to tense up and making my muscles tired after prolonged tension. The hypochondriac in me then transferred that muscle pain in to my stomach and that's when my imagination ran wild. 
 
    Because of the hormonal imbalance in the body during extended periods of anxiety, digestion can also be affected causing intestinal pain and bloating. Irritable bowel syndrome has also been linked with anxiety. 
 
      
 
    Clumsiness 
 
    Do you find yourself walking in to people, walls, doors or random inanimate objects? Well, high stress levels cause fatigue and has been linked to poor coordination. It may not just be bumping in to things but instead your body can feel awkward. When walking you may feel your body is out of sync with itself or you might feel like your arms or legs look stupid to others. 
 
    Being anxious all the time is going to make you tired and being tired impacts your judgement and concentration. When I had health anxiety, I did occasionally find myself bumping in to a door frame from time to time as I moved around the house. With this side effect, people with health anxiety can question whether they have a brain tumour or some neurological problem such as multiple sclerosis or motor neurone disease due to being unable to walk in straight line and bumping in to things that normally would be very easy to avoid. 
 
      
 
    Brain zaps (Brain shivers/lightning) 
 
    Have you ever been minding your own business and then suddenly from out of the blue you feel like you’ve just been sucker punched in the forehead? Have you flinched from the force of this imaginary attack and your eyes gone slightly funny and you’ve lost your sight for a second? Maybe you saw a burst of light, you felt sick afterwards or you had a strange noise in your ears. 
 
    This is a symptom that seems to be recorded most often with the withdrawal of anti-depressants but I speak from experience when I say I had these brain zaps way before I started any kind of medication. 
 
    They are incredibly alarming and almost guarantee a panic attack for someone dealing with health anxiety. Like most things on this list, these devilish symptoms are caused by an over-stimulated nervous system which itself is caused by continuous stress. Brain zaps are particularly troublesome in that they can generate such large amounts of stress and panic that they pretty much fuel themselves. 
 
    If you are one of the unlucky ones that suffers from this symptom, next time you experience a zap, do what I learned to do and stop what you’re doing. Keep your eyes closed and accept that you just had a brain zap, it hasn’t (and nor can it) hurt you. Breathe in deep while keeping your eyes closed, then breathe out. Now open your eyes and carry on doing what you were doing. If you weren’t doing anything before it happened then just move around a bit and stretch your legs if possible. 
 
    Remember that these things won’t kill you, they just happen to be really annoying. 
 
      
 
    Voice changes 
 
    Quite often I would be mid conversation and for no reason certain words would turn in to a whisper. No matter how often I cleared my throat, this and other weird vocal anomalies plagued me for a lot of time and I often convinced myself I had something horribly wrong with my throat, or worse, I was beginning to succumb to some horrible degenerative disease. 
 
    In truth it was stress causing tension in my vocal cords. Have you ever been really nervous and had a shaky voice? That’s what this is, except over a much longer period of time. These stressed out throat muscles can cause your voice to crack, croak, shake and all sorts. If you are suffering from this symptom you can rest assured that once you begin to conquer your anxiety your voice will begin to return to normal. 
 
      
 
    Tight chest or chest pain 
 
    A particularly nasty catch-22 area of the body, chest pain is often associated with a heart problem. Of course, the more we focus on our hearts the more we notice the increased heart rate and the more sensitive we become to the pain. Your chest muscles and surrounding areas begin to tighten as your body prepares to react to a threat that isn’t present. This builds and builds and it becomes more likely that we go on to have a full-on panic attack as our anxiety grips us. 
 
    I would often experience some kind of chest pain and then go on to imagine shooting pains in my left arm. I’d stop what I was doing and wait for the heart attack to hit, which obviously it never did. 
 
    It isn’t just tightness or pain that can affect this part of the body but also spasms, twitches and shooting pains that pass through from one side to the other. Additionally, tight chest muscles can start to affect other areas like your back or shoulders causing tension to rise up your neck and around your head. 
 
      
 
    Cold or flu like symptoms 
 
    As well as feeling nervous and on edge all the time, the stress that anxiety brings with it can also mimic the symptoms of a common cold. Feeling sick and tired with aches, pains, temperature changes and sore throat are all ailments of anxiety. Your eyes can feel tired and your head all stuffy. This is quite an unpleasant symptom as it can contribute to the fears of other more serious conditions. 
 
    On the other hand, you may find that you are genuinely getting sick more often. Stress inhibits your immune system and so it becomes much easier for nasty bugs to find a home in your body. 
 
      
 
    Cough 
 
    Tickly or dry throat bothering you, or do you find it difficult to take a deep breath without feeling the urge to cough? All this and an accompaniment of chest pain can lead to worries of heart troubles, throat concerns or some kind of respiratory complication such as lung cancer. 
 
    Irregular breathing patterns may make your throat dry and this is why you can end up having a constant tickling sensation in your throat and a constant urge to cough. It can also be caused by a stressed-out nervous system sending incorrect information to your brain meaning you feel constantly feel the need to cough even though there is no reason to. 
 
      
 
    Crying 
 
    Not the worst symptom in the world by any stretch of the imagination and can actually be beneficial as long as you don’t do too much of it. When it comes to anxiety you don’t need a reason to burst in to tears as you and I both know there are plenty of them. The constant fear and frustration of moving from one deadly illness to the next can lead to a variety of emotions that are often experienced in rapid succession. 
 
    Despair can quickly turn to anger and even rage as it often did with me. It is common to feel helpless, lost, bewildered or any number of things at once or conversely feel nothing at all. If you find yourself with an urge to cry then go for it. Be aware however that crying itself can cause its own stress so try and control it before it goes on for too long. A change of scenery used to work for me or trying to think of something funny, try your best to switch your sadness to something else before you become overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    Depth perception feels wrong 
 
    Through years of evolution, our brains have been trained to look for threats in our periphery vision. Have you ever had a spider start running across a room you’re in and noticed your body is ready to react before you have even looked at it? Our brains are always on a low level of alertness and are capable of picking up all sorts of potential threats including things ranging from dangerous insects to potentially threatening behaviour in other people. 
 
    When a threat is detected in your periphery vision, your brain switches your concentration away from whatever you were doing to whatever and wherever the detected threat is. An individual in a near permanent state of fight or flight has a brain that is being over sensitive and processing periphery vision in a way that a normal person wouldn’t. This can cause depth perception issues with anxiety sufferers and make it slightly harder to accurately judge distances. 
 
      
 
    Faintness 
 
    Feeling dizzy or light headed is a very common symptom of anxiety. Quite often I would feel like my head was rocking side to side as I watched the television or lay in bed. You may feel like you can’t walk in a straight line because your head is making you veer off in another direction, or there may be times when you feel like you’re floating away from yourself. 
 
    Being in a constant state of panic tends to mean having a higher than normal heart rate. Blood is being moved around the body in such a way as to prepare it to react to a threat and one of the places the blood flows to react to danger is straight to the brain. A higher breathing rate can also make you feel faint. 
 
      
 
    Feeling unreal or detached from reality 
 
    The number of times I must have walked out of my house with a glazed over look in my eyes and a wide-open mouth are probably beyond count. There were times I would be walking down the road completely out of it. I’d look down at my hands and clench them in to a fist to see if I could work out whether things were real or whether I was in a dream. 
 
    Interactions with other people were very strange as I often felt like someone else was speaking for me. The words that were coming out of my mouth weren’t my words and it was very much like being trapped in a body that I had no control over, almost like watching a film from a first-person perspective. This always led me to fear that I had some kind of neurological problem. 
 
    If this is something you have experienced yourself then it could well be a symptom of your anxiety. Your brain is made up of many different parts that are responsible for the many different things that keep your body running. 
 
    When you are in fight or flight mode, the vast majority of your brain power is diverted to the part of your brain that deals with survival. This means that other parts of the brain, parts responsible for things like memory and awareness, are not operating fully. This can lead to issues with perception and things may well start to seem unreal or out of place. Add to this the heavy breathing that comes with being in a permanent state of preparedness and you have the recipe for being “spaced out” or feeling detached from reality. 
 
      
 
    Sense of impending doom 
 
    A very general all-round symptom that can occupy most days of someone who is suffering from health anxiety is the overwhelming feeling that something terrible is about to happen. It doesn’t even need to be about the person that’s suffering. Quite often I would experience intense anxiety because I often thought that something bad was going to happen to someone in my family. 
 
    On one occasion I refused to go a friend’s wedding because in order to get there I had to be a passenger in a car on a 200 mile drive half way up the country. We had been friends since we were both four years old and here I was after all those years of friendship refusing to go to his wedding because I was convinced we were going to crash and die. 
 
    Nobody crashed and nobody died, and I haven’t spoken to him for nearly sixteen years now after I missed that day. 
 
    The part of the brain that is responsible for fear is constantly stimulated when suffering from anxiety and so is in an elevated state of readiness. This hyper sensitive alertness is why you can feel as if something awful is just around the corner. This sense of doom can also be a lot worse when suffering from a panic attack. 
 
      
 
    A feeling of going insane or losing control 
 
    It is not uncommon to start panicking about going insane or losing control. When under the influence of excessive anxiety, worrying thoughts about doing something terrible, losing your mind in public or going on a rage induced rampage can cross your mind. 
 
    This only happened to me twice that I can recall. My most memorable loss of control came out of the blue as I was machining on a lathe at an old engineering job of mine which is probably the worst time anything like that could happen. It felt like I had suddenly and completely lost the ability to control my thoughts. Everything was happening at once in my head and I couldn’t pick out or focus anything specifically and I thought then that I had snapped. It was the only time that I convinced myself that I had become schizophrenic. 
 
    I quietly walked away from everyone and shut myself in a store cupboard as I had absolutely convinced myself that I was about to start tearing the place apart and I didn’t want to get anybody hurt. Of all the things that I went through with health anxiety, this one was probably the strangest and it is the most difficult to explain. It wasn’t long after this episode that I finally went to see the doctor and I told him that I was going mad. Of course, I wasn’t going insane and he diagnosed me with depression and anxiety, and the rest is history. 
 
    If this has happened to you or happens to you in the future, I can assure you there is no chance of you going insane just because you think you are about to. The feeling will subside. Due to the large amount of stress your body is being placed under thanks to constant fight or flight, the fear you feel daily can cause your thoughts to seem more immediate and serious and you may have several terrifying thoughts cross your mind in quick succession. 
 
    The things you are thinking don’t even need to be that serious but because your perception is off it is easy to over-react to certain things going through your mind. You could argue that you do temporarily lose the capacity to rationalise and, in that sense, yes, you have lost control slightly. But you will not suddenly go ape and start running around screaming and scratching the eyes out of innocent people minding their own business. 
 
      
 
    Flashing lights or light sensitivity 
 
    As well as the blurry vision already mentioned and as I spoke about earlier from my own experience, anxiety can cause flashing lights to appear behind your closed eyes or in your periphery vision. You can also become extremely sensitive to light because your pupils tend to dilate and so more light is being let in. If like me you find yourself walking down the road on a sunny day practically blind then it could well be down to your anxiety and not because there is something wrong with your eyes. 
 
      
 
    Constant need for the bathroom or weak bladder 
 
    Bladder cancer was the second major illness I thought I was suffering from after my initial brain tumour episode that started it all, and was a major player in my descent in to health anxiety hell. Several times a day completely out of the blue, I would find myself needing to go to the bathroom urgently without warning, and by urgently, I mean within seconds. There was no gradual or slow building need, it was nothing at all to suddenly hopping around on one foot and doubling over with one leg crossed over the other. 
 
    This played in to my worries perfectly and I was totally convinced I had bladder cancer. I was so convinced of it that I would see blood where there was none. This is another symptom of anxiety that when finally beaten, everything will go back to normal. It’s not a pleasant thing to talk about so I won’t go in to too much detail, but basically a part of the bodies stress response is to eliminate as quickly as possible. If you are constantly in fight or flight then there is an increased likelihood that you are going to find yourself getting caught short more often. 
 
      
 
    Hair loss 
 
    I never considered it until recently but I’m pretty sure this is what happened to me as my hair started to recede before I was even twenty years old. It is entirely possible that hormones released due to excessive apprehension can cause your hair to fall out or go thin. 
 
      
 
    Headaches or “tight band” around head 
 
    My very first symptom before I even had health anxiety and the one that brought on three years of misery, most if not all sufferers will probably endure this one at some point. You can also suffer from nervous twitches or spasms in your neck and around your shoulders. The constant muscle tension resulting from stress can cause all these symptoms, as well as a poor posture that can also result from anxiety and increase the symptoms. 
 
      
 
    Heart palpitations 
 
    A very common symptom and one of the ones most likely to result in a panic attack. Heart palpitations are those horrible sensations you get when it feels like your heart has suddenly started beating fast for no reason and is often accompanied by a shortness of breath. You might also feel like your heart skipped a beat then sped up afterwards, it might feel irregular and it can also feel like it is beating much harder than usual. 
 
    If you have seen a doctor and been told there is nothing wrong with your heart and you still continue to experience these horrible heart flutters, rest assured that anxiety can and will definitely cause these uncomfortable symptoms. 
 
      
 
    Memory loss, forgetfulness and lack of concentration 
 
    A neurological disease generator is how I used to describe this one. At the time, there was nothing more frustrating than constantly making an effort to go and do something and then immediately forget what it was I was doing. I lost count of the number of times I would be standing in a room with not a clue as to why I was there. Of course, every forgotten idea or reason to do something and every slip of concentration that comes with this symptom reinforces the idea that there is something wrong with the brain. 
 
    Thanks to the amount of stress that can be suffered due to health anxiety, the amount of steroid hormones produced within you begin to disrupt how your body regulates stress hormones which leads to an impairment on the part of the brain that regulates memory function. And that ladies and gentlemen is why almost every day you find yourself staring in to the fridge and having no idea why. 
 
      
 
    Out of breath or “forced” breathing 
 
    Even though being in a near constant state of panic due to fight or flight can cause hyperventilation, you can still find yourself short of breath. If you are taking in too much oxygen then the chances are you are releasing too much carbon dioxide at the same time and the result is feeling out of breath. If you try and compensate for this by thinking about your breathing, then doing so can begin to feel unnatural and you can convince yourself that you are having to force yourself to breath as opposed to it occurring naturally. 
 
    Once someone who suffers health anxiety notices their own breathing for the first time, the sensation of being aware of your own lungs and feeling as if you have to force them to work can be very unsettling and it can be very hard to let things go back to their normal rhythm. It’s also likely this is the kind of feeling that won’t quickly be forgotten and will be something worriers will come back to many times over. 
 
      
 
    Panic attacks 
 
    Panic attacks are like little fear generators that keep everything ticking over. They are both a symptom of health anxiety and also a source of newer, more noticeable symptoms. Having a panic attack when you are experiencing something that you are already worried is going to kill you, I think, may well be the pinnacle of the horror that is hypochondria. 
 
    It’s not just a sense of fear with these things but it is this all-consuming terror. There are few words that accurately reflect what it is like to go through a panic attack, and there are even fewer words on what that panic attack is like if it is off of the back of a symptom that is scaring you. 
 
      
 
    Shaking or vibrating 
 
    Constantly having the shakes can make people worried that they have some kind of neurological illness or something that is causing degeneration, things like ALS or Parkinson’s. In anxiety sufferers, the reality is that the amount of stress that someone is under is causing all these symptoms due to an over stimulated nervous system. It is also very common to feel vibrations or a rushing sensation like you can feel the blood moving around certain parts of your body.  
 
      
 
    Shooting or stabbing pains 
 
    This was a very troubling symptom for me as I often used to get shooting pains across the top of my head. It was like a very painful twitch that started off feeling slightly painful but quickly escalated in to excruciating pain that was so bad it would make me flinch. Then, just as quick as it arrived, it would suddenly vanish. Several times a day I would suffer this shooting pain and it was a massive contributor to my overall anxiety, which meant several times a day I’d have a panic attack because I thought I was having some kind of a stroke or a bleed on the brain. 
 
    These shooting or stabbing pains can occur anywhere on the body but it’s the ones in the head and the chest that are going to cause the most concern. With all the anxiety you are experiencing and with a nervous system that is in complete disarray, electrical impulses being sent throughout your body cause muscles to tighten and that is why you can experience sudden, unpleasant and painful symptoms such as these. 
 
      
 
    Spasms in the throat 
 
    Not one I ever had to deal with personally but I imagine if it is something that happened to me, I probably would have completely freaked out. A combination of stress hormones and an over worked nervous system can result in these alarming and sometimes painful symptoms. 
 
      
 
    Strange tongue sensations 
 
    It wasn’t long after my grandmother was diagnosed with motor neurone disease (ALS) that I began to suffer from her symptoms. The only symptom I knew of was one that my mum repeated back to me after she had spoken to the doctor, and that symptom was a quiver in the tongue. Ten minutes of internet searching later, my tongue started twitching and spasming and it didn’t take long to diagnose myself with this horrible disease.  
 
    Anxiety can make your tongue feel weird in a whole bunch of different ways ranging from twitching to burning, to tingling, aching, vibrating, and it can even make it feel like something is crawling inside your mouth. 
 
      
 
    Yawning 
 
    You would think that with all the excessive breathing and hyperventilating that comes with anxiety, you wouldn’t constantly feel the need to yawn. Unfortunately, and as with everything anxiety related, your body will take every opportunity it can to remind you that something is upsetting it. 
 
    Even with panic induced breathing your body can still find itself short of breath because that same panic is causing your heart to beat faster. Muscle tension also plays a part and you can be left feeling as if you are short of breath, and so you yawn. 
 
    



 
   
  
 




 9      It’s Up To You 
 
      
 
    Do you, or do you not want to live a health anxiety free life? 
 
    Will stopping the online searching of symptoms automatically cure your health anxiety? No. But it’s a fantastic place to start. By giving up looking for symptoms right now, you can cut your anxiety down by an incredible amount. 
 
    Yes, you are probably still going to worry that the numbness on your shin is bad, that the rash on the back of your legs is some kind of tropical disease that nobody has had for over a thousand years, and you may still worry that you are going to be the pioneer of some ungodly illness that nobody has ever heard of. Why add to it though, why make it any worse than it already is? 
 
    I can only speak from my own personal experience and tell you that if I had avoided the internet during my time of suffering from health anxiety then without a doubt, I would have recovered much quicker. But I also understand that wanting, even needing to check online isn’t just something that you can stop on a whim. That said, stopping on a whim is exactly what you need to do. 
 
    The only thing you will achieve if you carry on using the internet is more grief, more anxiety and more time lost from what is already a very short life. You are running the risk of making yourself genuinely sick through all the anxiety and through the amount of abuse your nervous system is getting. 
 
    If you do buckle and you do find yourself online, don’t feel ashamed. It happens. Just remember that there is a much likelier and less sinister cause to your symptoms. Cyberchondria itself is a symptom of heath anxiety, and health anxiety is usually a symptom of something else, often depression. 
 
    As useful as the internet is, anybody can write anything and upload it to a website these days, even major websites like Wikipedia can be edited by anyone. The vast majority of information out there isn’t even accurate. Going online and convincing yourself you have major issues because of some random information you read somewhere is the equivalent of walking up to a total stranger and asking them to explain why your fingers won’t stop vibrating. 
 
    I know I sound like a broken record when I say this, but this is why it is important to see a doctor, and more importantly you have to start believing your doctor. There is no point in getting help from someone who’s qualified in what they do only to go home and completely ignore what they have told you.  
 
    Another major symptom of health anxiety is not trusting your doctor but it is something that is so important to your recovery. Yes, I know doctors don’t always get it right and I know that sometimes they miss things, that’s exactly what I used to think. If you are seriously concerned about something in particular then push the issue and if necessary, seek a second opinion. 
 
    Listening to my doctor and taking his advice was what started me on my road to recovery, and I have fully and completely recovered. I have zero health anxiety in my life today. I still suffer from anxiety on occasion but only because I have something to be anxious about, normal anxiety like a normal person. 
 
    I was a complete wreck and the absolute worst of the worst. Every day I would wake up being afraid of death, while at the same time kind of wishing it would just come and take me. I have had every major condition you have heard of and probably a whole bunch you haven’t. Panic attacks were my life and alcohol became my mask. I should have died at least twice not because of how anxiety affected my body but because how badly it affected my mind, and I carry two scars from incidents that could and should have killed me. 
 
    The day I made the choice to quit health anxiety, the doctor told me I would never fully recover and that I would always worry even if only a little bit. I’m glad to say that on that occasion he was wrong! If I can bring myself back from the hell I was in, then you can definitely do it. 
 
    Stop wasting yourself away on anxiety and stop using the internet to make yourself miserable. 
 
    Health anxiety is not forever.  
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