


I smell smoke… My body's ALARM systems

This analogy comes from Dr. John Delony, one of the most amazing mental health professionals who articulates things like this so well.  Think of the various smoke detectors in your house and their purposes, and how they work to keep you safe.  Every day, these devices have one focus: scanning the environment for anything that could pose a danger so they can sound the alarm, ensuring you can get to safety immediately.  

Now, let’s look at the correlation between the functionality of a smoke detector and the alarm systems we have within our own bodies.  I think it will be very easy to see that our alarm systems work exactly like smoke detectors.  To unpack this a bit further, we are going to walk through our alarm system for anxiety.

Merriam-Webster defines Anxiety as:
Anxiety is defined as a feeling of uneasy apprehension or nervousness about something anticipated, a state of being anxious, often with physical signs like tension or increased pulse, and also as a strong, sometimes fearful desire or mental distress over the concerns.

Anxiety is just one of many examples of our complex warning systems within our bodies.   Think of anxiety as if it were a smoke alarm in your home.  Both of these alarm systems operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, trying to absorb all the information in our environment.  Our brain is then tasked with processing all that the body is absorbing, trying to determine whether to sound the alarm or just keep quiet.  As it does this, it reports back to you on what it is sensing.  When perceived danger levels go outside the acceptable range, the body sounds the alarm(s), just like a smoke detector.  This process is important to understand because these systems are not meant to annoy you; they are meant to keep you alive.

When the smoke alarm goes off, our first reaction is not to stop and look for danger; we immediately think it must be those dang batteries again.  We then find a step ladder to pull the batteries out of the alarm because the noise is just too awful to tolerate.  This is so true for the alarms we feel in our bodies every single day.  We are not good at just being curious when an internal alarm goes off, so we immediately try to ignore it or downplay it as if it is no big deal.  While this is happening, there is still smoke, the alarm is still sounding, and we are doing everything we can to focus on other things to distract us.  One day, either the house burns down, or you find the source of the smoke by investing the time to fix it once and for all.  Either way, you cannot avoid what your body’s alarm systems are trying to tell you.

The goal is not to remove these alarm systems from our bodies; it is to understand them so we can develop a more peaceful relationship with them.  Without these alarms, we will never survive life, so the key is to focus on doing the work to understand what they are trying to teach you.  This way, you can make a clearer decision instead of always reacting like your hair is on fire.



“Anxiety is just an alarm system, nothing more and nothing less.  The alarm is not the problem.  The problem is the psychotic and destructive ecosystem that we call “normal life,” filled with busyness, disconnect, cliches, and more of everything.” - Unknown
For the questions below, 0 is non-existent, and 10 is off the charts.  Consider printing multiple copies of this worksheet and putting one of your alarm systems on each sheet to better understand their functionality, purpose, and overall impact on your life.

	What is the ALARM I am experiencing?
	What is the feeling or sensation I get from this ALARM?
	What are the thoughts running through my mind created by this ALARM?








	What could this ALARM be trying to tell me about?



	What is the current level of this ALARM (0-10 scale)?
	What may be causing this ALARM?
	Do I believe this ALARM is helpful to me (WHY or WHY NOT)?
	What do I want to do with this ALARM (let it, turn it down, turn it off)?  WHY?











	What did I do to change this ALARM?
	How did changing the ALARM make me feel/think differently?
	What is the current level of this ALARM (0-10 scale)?
	What did I learn about this ALARM, and the process of changing it?
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	Which of my alarms do I tend to (ignore) remove the batteries from?








	Why do I tend to (ignore) remove the batteries from these alarms specifically?








	What is (ignoring) removing the batteries from these alarms protecting me from?








	What have I learned about my alarm systems?








	What am I going to work on changing overall, & why??








	My AHA moment(s):
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