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Anxiety isn’t to be feared
Nathan’s tips for easing
fear and anxiety
■ Breathe. Slow and steady breathing will re-
centre your thoughts and allow you to calm
yourself.
■ Be kinder to yourself. Your brain is ‘‘voice-
activated’’, so make that voice a nice one when
you are fearful.
■ Try yoga. It helps strengthen your body’s in-
built tool to help self-soothing.

Don’t
beat
yourself
up; love
yourself
and be
nicer to
yourself.
Nathan
Wallis, above

D
uck, duck, duck, goose.
The way the children’s
game goes, you never
know when, or if,

you’re going to be the goose. It
can creep up on you like a
shadow, or it can smack you
over the head, as quick as you
like.

The same can be said for fear.
According to neuroscience
educator Nathan Wallis,
whether you call it fear, anxiety,
phobias or stage fright, they are
essentially all labels for the same
thing – and it’s physical, as well
as mental.

‘‘It’s not just your brain –
you’ve got a whole highway of
stress in your body, called the
HPA Axis – the hypothalamus,
pituitary gland and the adrenal
glands. But the lower part of the
brain, the survival part of the
brain, helps to control all of
that,’’ he says.

‘‘Fear is basically your body’s
way of cutting off all of the stuff
we don’t need right now, because
we need to focus on survival.’’

Wallis explains the impact of
fear and anxiety in Being
Human.

‘‘[Fear’s] a defence
mechanism from your brain,
designed to protect you. If it
wasn’t good for you, we would
have evolved away from it a long
time ago.

‘‘That’s why it’s there – and
it’s a part of the programming of
every human being, because
ultimately, it’s good for you – it’s
what’s kept you alive for this
long,’’ Wallis explains.

Results from the New Zealand
Health Survey show anxiety
disorders have increased in the
adult population from just over
4 per cent in 2006-07 to 11.2 per
cent in 2018-19. In real terms, that
means around 442,000 Kiwi
adults have been diagnosed with
an anxiety disorder.

In children over the same
period, that number has risen
from 0.3 per cent to almost 4 per
cent.

According to the New Zealand
Health Navigator website, one in
four Kiwis will be affected by an
anxiety disorder at some point in
their lives.

Wallis says social anxiety all
comes down to the way our
brains have been programmed.

‘‘It does relate to evolution, it

does relate to the fact your
survival as a human being has
been dependant on you being
accepted by the group.’’

He says despite the
prominence of messaging
around not caring what other
people think – and to only worry
about our own opinions about
ourselves – that actually goes
against the natural physiology of
the brain.

‘‘Your brain very, very, very
much cares what other people
think, because your survival is
dependent on being accepted by
others. Human beings are an
interpersonal group, we don’t
survive in isolation,’’ he
explains.

While, in some ways, fear and
anxiety might be unavoidable,
Wallis says there are ways to
manage the way you react when
you feel you are being affected by
it.

He says the first thing, when
in the midst of fear and anxiety,
is to focus on your breathing.

‘‘It’s an oldie, but it’s a classic;
controlled breathing, so make
sure you are breathing at a
normal pace and you are
breathing nice and deeply.

‘‘That frontal cortex, you need
to re-engage it, that’s what’s
going to calm your highway of
stress down.’’

When you are fearful, the
tendency is to start panting, and
breathing shallowly. That
disengages the frontal cortex,
which makes it harder to
contextualise what is happening
to you in the moment.

Wallis also recommends
people are a little kinder to
themselves when confronted
with fear and anxiety. ‘‘Another
good strategy is self love, being
nice to yourself, don’t beat
yourself up. Understand that

your brain is voice-activated, so
whatever you say kind of
becomes reality,’’ he says.

‘‘So, if you are saying, ‘I’m so
useless, I’m such a wimp’, then
you are becoming that. Don’t
beat yourself up in that way; love
yourself and be nicer to
yourself.’’

And while yoga has been
touted as the answer to
everything from weight loss to a
better night’s sleep, studies have
shown it can have a direct
impact on the way we experience
fear and anxiety.

A 2016 study showed regular
yoga and meditation results in
higher levels of serotonin (or the
happiness hormone). Another
study has shown that the brain’s
gamma-aminobutyric (GABA)
levels are higher after practising
yoga. Higher GABA levels are
associated with lower levels of
depression and anxiety.

‘‘A part of the highway of
stress, or the HPA Axis, is the
Vagus nerve that connects your
heart and your brain. And the
better your vagal tone, the faster
you can calm yourself down,’’
Wallis adds.

‘‘If you don’t have very good
vagal tone, then when you get
fear and anxiety, it’s really hard
to bring it back.

‘‘So what you need to do,
physiologically, is improve your
vagal tone and the No 1 way of
doing that, according to
research, is doing yoga.’’

slugs’

‘‘So, with my
trousers down
– and my brother
and my dad there
– I went out into
the lounge and I
couldn’t say my
words.’’
Kanoa Lloyd

‘‘I don’t know if it’s a realistic thing for anybody
to get to a realistic place where they’re like, ‘hey
fear what’s up, love babes’. I think it’s more like
trust yourself, you’ve been through this before,
you’ll go through this again, and you’ve got all the
tools that are going to get you out the other side,’’
she says.

‘‘If you’ve ever experienced a proper panic
attack, where you’re hyperventilating and all of
those kinds of things, [you just need to remember]
nobody’s died of a panic attack before.

‘‘Many people feel like they’re going to die when
they’re in that full stage, but you can get out the
other side.’’ – Bridget Jones

To watch Being Human, go to stuff.co.nz/
beinghuman
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