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Cognitive Behavioural Therapy for Anxiety and Depression Grace’s Story

| have suffered from anxiety for as long as | can remember. It is difficult to discern the reasons
why this is, but it has been a constant struggle to manage. It has also led to depression, which
| believe | have also suffered from for most of my life. This is not surprising, as anxiety and
depression are often connected.

| came to use the service through my GP and had an initial assessment by a wellbeing
practitioner at my GP surgery in February last year. | was given three options, all connected
with Cognitive Behavioural Therapy or CBT. | opted for a course of six thirty minute
appointments which could be carried out over the phone or in person. At this time, | had a job
in south London and whilst working here, my anxiety became much worse because | found the
environment very stressful, and | dreaded going to work every day.

| tried my best with the information and exercises given to me over the course of the sessions,
but in terms of how | was personally feeling at this time, | found this style did not work for me.
During this time, | was feeling very low, which was in a large part due to my wanting to leave
the job | was in but not knowing how to do this. | was working long hours with a long commute
and as soon as | got home would cry and not be able to stop, not really knowing exactly why. |
also felt the most exhausted | have ever felt. This was when my depression was at its worst. |
just didn’t want to exist anymore.

| finally managed to leave my job in April last year, at which point my counsellor was also
leaving his. | was again given options as to how | wanted to progress, if at all, with my therapy,
and this time | opted for the more intensive course of CBT, as now | had the time to do this and
focus on getting myself better. | began seeing my new counsellor in May last year. | also began
taking medication for my anxiety and depression at this time. From my first session | instantly
felt more positive and after my initial assessment, my counsellor perceived that my anxiety
derived from having low self esteem.

A new play recently performed at the National Theatre is based around the idea of CBT. One
of the characters, Sheena, explains why this form of therapy is often recommended for people
suffering from anxiety and depression. She says; ‘anxious or depressed people tend to have
very negative ‘core beliefs’ about themselves, ‘I'm useless’, ‘I'm worthless’, ‘I'm unlovable’, that
sort of thing...And CBT helps you to change those ‘core beliefs’. Or at least to manage them.’

Sheena, whose daughter Emma is the one suffering from low self esteem, uses the following
example of the thought process of someone with low self esteem, which | could relate to: ‘If
she, say,...waves at a friend across the street and they don’t wave back, or someone snaps at
her in school...she automatically assumes that it's because she’s somehow not good enough.
In fact, she takes it as further evidence that she’s inadequate. So it’s like a feedback loop. And
she’s undermining herself so much that it's making her ill.’

This is much like my own experience. My core beliefs are ‘I'm not good enough’ and ‘I'm
unattractive’. Every time | would make a mistake, | would take this as further evidence that |
wasn’t good enough and equally if | got something right, | would dismiss it as luck or a fluke.
This meant that | would only have negative evidence to use when thinking about a potential
situation.
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As Sheena goes on to talk about in the play: ‘According to the therapist, even when you have a
low opinion of yourself you still have to get on with life and so you create ‘rules for living’ to
help you through the day.’ This is exactly what | had done — my rules included ‘I always have to
get it right otherwise | won’t be good enough’ and ‘I always have to avoid making other people
upset otherwise they won’t like me.” Depression and anxiety are caused as a result of your rule
being broken or thinking about a situation where they might be broken.

Completing exercises about low self esteem helped me to understand the basis for my anxiety
and depression and from here we were able to work out how to begin to change my thought
process.

Over the course of five months with weekly or fortnightly one hour sessions, | completed
several exercises as part of my therapy. One of these dealt with my ‘unhelpful behaviours’ like
avoidance. Another was to gather more ‘evidence’ to disprove my core beliefs and rules, and
one exercise in particular was very useful in dealing with my often unfounded and unrealistic
predictions about situations.

At the start of my therapy, | had to come up with three goals and how | will notice that they
have been achieved. These were:

e Not to be constantly anxious or worrying about things that might happen or may have
happened, and that it doesn’t stop me from doing things. | will notice that I’'m more
confident, more proactive and efficient at getting things done.

e Be able to send emails, call people and apply for jobs without spending a lot of time
worrying about it and getting scared and panicked. | will notice it won’t take me as long
to write and send emails. | will be more focused on a task rather than worrying. | won’t
over think what | am writing and feel more positive about doing it.

e Feel happier in general and with myself. Be more relaxed and positive. | will notice
things won’t bother me or worry me as much. | won’t feel as bad about myself and will
have a more positive attitude. Others will notice that I’'m happier, more confident and
more positive.

| find it amazing to look back at these goals, as a year ago when | wrote them, | thought they
were unachievable. To think that | have achieved them, particularly the last one, and that
others around me have noticed the change in me, | find remarkable.

The service has been extremely beneficial to me, and as cliché as it may sound, truly has
changed my life. This is why | would encourage anyone who thinks they might have anxiety,
depression or feel like they need to talk to someone to seek help and utilize this service.

Everyday can still be a struggle — anxiety and depression are something | will continue to live
with for the rest of my life. | also worry at times about getting worse again, but feel assured in
the knowledge that | have the tools to use if | begin to feel like | used to. Although I still have
bad days, on the good days and on days | do well | make sure | take the time to take note of
this and feel proud of what | have achieved.



