Anxiety — Some Biological Facts
Understanding why anxiety feels so powerful... & why it makes sense

What Is Anxiety?

Anxiety is not a flaw or a weakness. It is a survival response. In many ways, it is one of the
oldest protective systems we have. Long before modern life, humans needed a system that
could detect danger quickly & keep us alive. Anxiety is part of that system.

At its core, anxiety is your body trying to protect you.

The difficulty is that the same system designed to protect us from real threats can sometimes
react to perceived threats too — worry, memories, conflict, uncertainty, social situations,

health fears, or overthinking. Your body can respond as if danger is present, even when you
are physically safe. That can feel frightening, but it makes sense.

Your Emotional Alarm System — The Limbic System

A part of the brain called the limbic system acts a little like an internal alarm. It works
automatically, outside conscious awareness, which is why anxiety can sometimes feel like it
appears “out of nowhere.”

Its basic job is simple: detect danger, protect you, help you survive.

Sometimes it does this brilliantly. Sometimes it becomes overprotective.

Imagine thousands of years ago you stumble near a cave & a bear charges out. Your heart
races, adrenaline surges, muscles tense, breathing changes & you run. That anxiety response
saves your life.

Your brain stores the experience. Bear equals danger. Cave equals possible danger.

Next time you come across a cave, anxiety appears.

That is not irrational. That is survival learning.

The difficulty is that the brain can sometimes learn danger associations around things that are
not truly threatening now — social situations, driving, crowds, bodily sensations, conflict,
even certain thoughts. This is often how anxiety patterns or phobias develop.

The Amygdala — Your Smoke Alarm

The amygdala can be thought of as your brain’s smoke alarm. It is constantly scanning,
asking, Am I safe?



If it senses threat, it can trigger fight, flight, freeze or panic before you’ve even had time to
think clearly.

This is why anxiety can feel like constantly scanning for danger, expecting worst-case
scenarios, feeling on edge, jumping at small things, or becoming exhausted by vigilance.

Often this isn’t weakness.
It is protection working overtime.
Fight or Flight — What’s Happening in the Body?

Once that alarm goes off, another part of the brain called the hypothalamus helps switch on
the stress response. Stress hormones such as adrenaline & cortisol are released.

This can create the familiar symptoms many people fear:

A racing heart. Sweating. Tight chest. Shaking. Dizziness. Nausea. Dry mouth. No appetite.
Feeling unreal or detached.

These sensations can be frightening, but they are often signs your body is preparing to protect
you.

Not signs you are broken.
Why Ancxiety Feels So Real

One important thing to know is that your nervous system often reacts to imagined danger
much like real danger.

If the mind starts rehearsing catastrophe —

What if [ panic?

What if something goes wrong?

What if I make a fool of myself?

— the body can respond as if the threat is happening right now.
Because to the emotional brain, thoughts can feel like danger.
This is one reason anxiety can feel so utterly convincing.
Memory, Stress & Trauma

Another important part of this system is the hippocampus, which helps store memory.

Sometimes anxiety in the present is linked to old learning — criticism, trauma, overwhelm,
feeling unsafe, loss, chronic stress.



Sometimes anxiety is less about what is happening now
& more about what your system learned before.

That matters.
Because often your reactions make sense in context.
Long-term stress can also keep the nervous system sensitised, which may help explain why

people living with prolonged anxiety can feel mentally foggy, emotionally exhausted, or
physically run down.

The Thinking Brain — Your Ally
The good news is you also have another system available to you.
The prefrontal cortex — often called the thinking brain.

This is the part involved in perspective, reasoning, grounding, decision making & calming
catastrophic thinking.

When anxiety is high, this part can feel harder to access.
But it hasn’t disappeared.
Part of recovery is helping this part lead again.

This is why grounding, reflection, breathing techniques & therapeutic conversations can help
— they often support the thinking brain to come back online.

Grounding & Calming the Nervous System

Grounding can help communicate safety to an overactive alarm system.

Sometimes that can be as simple as pausing & noticing what is around you. Looking at
objects in the room. Feeling your feet on the floor. Naming what you can see, hear or touch.

Letting your nervous system register:

I 'am here.
I am safe enough right now.

This can help shift attention away from internal alarm & back toward the present moment.
Box breathing can help too.

Slow rhythmic breathing — such as breathing in for four, holding for four, breathing out for
four, holding for four — can send calming signals through the nervous system.

Sometimes the body settles first
& the mind follows.



Your Built-In Calm System

You also have a built-in settling system — the parasympathetic nervous system, sometimes
called the “rest & digest” system.

Its role is to bring the body back into balance after stress.

This is the part of the nervous system supported by things like movement, nature,
breathwork, rest, music, warmth, safe connection, & doing things that genuinely help you feel
settled.

These are not indulgences.

They are nervous system care.

A Note About Biology

Sometimes anxiety is linked not only to psychological stress, but also biological factors such
as hormones, menopause, illness, thyroid changes, fever, sleep deprivation, caffeine, blood
sugar or chronic stress load.

Sometimes the roots are emotional.

Sometimes physical.

Often both.

It helps to stay curious.

In Summary

Anxiety is often an overprotective survival response.

A nervous system doing its best.

Old learning showing up in the present.






