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it,” says counselling psychologist and 
success coach Sushma IR. She advises 
setting SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound) 
goals. A good example of a SMART 
goal is attending your friend’s 
Christmas party, being there for two 
hours and making friendly banter with 
at least two of your friend’s friends. 

Suri recommends keeping your 
goals small and realistic, even if they 
may seem trivial to others. “If all you 
want to do is go to a party to click a 
few pictures that you can upload on 
your social media accounts, go for it,” 
she enthuses. “Achieving your goals, 
however small, can create a sense of 
accomplishment, which serves as 
further incentive for you to overcome 
your anxiety.”

Act against your impulse
Social anxiety sufferers often prefer to 
arrive late, believing that this allows 
them to slip in and out of the party 
unnoticed. However, the opposite 
approach can work far better. Bahl 
explains: “Arriving within the first 
half-hour of the party will allow you to 
enter a non-intimidating environ-
ment. There will be fewer people and 
the setting will be more private. As 
other guests arrive, it will be easier to 
meet them one by one rather than try-
ing to greet a group of strangers.”

Prepare your small talk
For 28-year-old PR professional, Joyson 
Castelino, the fear of coming across as 
uninformed or incompetent often kept 
him from opening up or initiating 
conversations at parties. “By the time 
the event actually came around, I’d 
have worried myself sick by 
overthinking all the possible ways I 
could embarrass myself. I would 
actively avoid meeting people at 
parties, and when I did strike up a 
conversation with someone, the 
conversation would almost always end 
with an awkward silence.” To avoid 
this, Bangar recommends preparing a 
few topics in advance. 

“Although parroting your ice-
breaker may sound artificial at first, it 
will give you something to fall back on 
when your mind goes blank.” You can 
practise your small talk in front of a 
mirror or with close friends. “Think of 
it as if you are preparing for an 
interview. With time and enough 
practice, it will come more naturally.”

Don’t make it all about you
Suri offers another trick: “After 
introducing yourself, direct the 
conversation to the other person by 

asking them about themselves. Ask 
‘how’ questions that draw the person 
into the conversation. To create an 
emotional connection, talk about 
something the other person may be 
interested in or is passionate about. For 
instance, when someone talks about 
his/her profession, you could ask them 
how they got into it,” she says. “Ask 
open-ended questions that require more 
than just ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers,” adds 
lifestyle consultant Priyanka Desai.

Grab a bite 
Hunger can make you feel jittery, so 
don’t turn up at a party famished. 
While there, do eat something, and 
keep yourself adequately hydrated. 
Experts also recommend going easy on 
the alcohol. “They may call it ‘liquid 
courage’, but alcohol can actually 
heighten anxiety and is best avoided at 
first. You can gradually introduce a 
drink or two, provided you are sure it 
won’t turn into a crutch you can’t do 
without,” Bangar says.

Give yourself a break
It’s OK to take a breather when you 
begin to feel overwhelmed. You could 
visit the restroom, drink some water 
and take a few deep breaths to steady 
your nerves. “Breathing deeply can 
help you regain control of your 
anxiety. People don’t notice that their 
breaths become rapid and shallow 
when they become nervous. This, in 
turn, depletes your brain’s supply of 
oxygen. Think positive thoughts and 
go back to the party when you are 
ready to face the crowd again,” 
Bangar says. 

If you leave the party when your 
anxiety peaks, Bangar warns, it will 
take you much longer to muster up the 
courage to attend the next party you 
are invited to. If you work at it, 
however, she says, the cycle of anxiety 
gets successively shorter each time. 
“The next time you feel panicky at a 
party, it will take you less time to calm 
down, and the time after that, it’ll get 
even easier.” 
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Arriving at a 
party early 
allows you to 
enter a non-
intimidating environ-
ment. It will be easier to 
meet guests as they 
arrive, one at a time      

—Nidhika Bahl, life coach

T
here’s no getting away 
from it: smoking’s terrible 
for you. You probably 
already know that 50 per 

cent of smokers will die as a re-
sult of their addiction, and that 
smoking accounts for a quarter 
of all cancer deaths each year.

But giving up is really diffi-
cult, which is why there are still 
millions of smokers in the world, 
and millions of people who are 
also trying to give up at any 
given time. 

Here, we take a look at the 
different ways to stamp out your 
addiction…

1 Quit it cold turkey
This is a tough but effective 
approach. Recent studies 

have shown that those who stop 
abruptly are 25 per cent more 
likely to succeed than those who 
try to wean themselves off the 
habit gradually. If you decide to 
quit cold turkey, pick a date and 
stick to it. Make sure you choose 
a time when your calendar isn’t 
packed with boozy social events 
or when it coincides with a 
stressful time at work.

Live by the ‘not a single puff’ 
rule. Repeat the mantra, ‘Not 
even a single drag,’ until the 
craving passes. According to the 
UK’s National Health Service 
(NHS), a craving usually lasts for 
five minutes, so make a list of 
five-minute distraction strategies 
to tide you over when it strikes.

2 Patches, gum and 
lozenges
Nicotine replacement ther-

apy (NRT) works by delivering a 
hit of nicotine through other 
means to help curb your ciga-
rette cravings, as you get used to 
life without lighting up. 
Nowadays NRT is available in 
many forms — patches, gum, 
lozenges, inhalers.

Studies show that using NRT 
can double your chances of quit-
ting, but it does come with a 
downside: repeated exposure can 
cause neuro-adaptation that 
increases nicotine addiction.

Nicotine alone is significantly 
less harmful than the tar and car-
bon monoxide found in ciga-
rettes, so NRT is much safer than 
smoking. But in order to avoid 
trading one addiction for anoth-
er, it’s important to avoid using 
NRT for an extended period. 

3 The vape debate
E-cigarettes are available in 
all sorts of designs and fla-

vours, but the debate about their 
safety rages on. Keeping your 
hands busy while being devoid 
of tar, carbon monoxide and 
other nasties found in cigarettes 
means they’re often deemed a 
safer alternative (the NHS says 

e-cigs are ‘not risk free, but carry 
a fraction of the risk of ciga-
rettes’). However, several studies 
have indicated that vaping may 
cause cellular mutations that can 
lead to cancer. Because it’s so 
new, there’s a lack of conclusive 
evidence, so vape with caution.

4 Hypnotism
It might sound a bit ‘out 
there’, but hypnotherapy 

has helped thousands to quit. 
In fact, in a study of 6,000 
smokers, it was found to be the 
method with the highest success 
rate. “It only takes a few days 
for the nicotine to leave your 
body, so what you’re left with is 
a psychological craving,” says 
hypnotherapist Brian Jacobs. 
“Hypnosis addresses the craving 
while a person is in a deep state 
of relaxation.”

5 Solve a puzzle
Playing the video puzzle 
game Tetris for three 

minutes can stave off a cigarette 
craving, according to research 
from Plymouth University. The 
study, published in the scientific 
journal Appetite, says it helps 
provide a distraction from the 
craving, which normally lasts for 
a few minutes.

6 Ditch coffee 
Nicotine “withdrawal” can 
make you feel jittery. But 

stimulants like caffeine in coffee 
can make your anxiety worse.

What’s more, one study 
found that coffee actually makes 
cigarettes taste better.

— Daily Mirror

How to stop smoking
We all know smoking is really a death wish, but that doesn’t make giving up the 
addiction any easier. Here are some of the most effective quitting strategies

What happens after 
your last cigarette?

 After 20 minutes, your 
pulse returns to a normal 
rate.

 After eight hours, oxygen 
levels return to normal and 
nicotine and carbon monox-
ide levels reduce by half.

 After 48 hours, there is 
no nicotine left in the body 
and the ability to taste and 
smell improves. Your risk 
of having a heart attack 
begins to reduce.

 After two to 12 weeks, 
your circulation improves.

 After three to nine 
months, lung function im-
proves by 10 per cent.

 After one year, the risk of 
heart disease is reduced to 
half that of a smoker.

 After 10 years, your risk of 
lung cancer is half that of a 
smoker.

 After 15 years, the risk of 
having a heart attack is the 
same as someone who has 
never smoked.

MIRRORLIGHTS

Brain demonstrates key differences between humans and primates
The human brain, which is the 
larger version of the ancestral 
primate brain, demonstrates 
the dramatic difference between 
humans and other primates, a 
study has showed. 

A gene, known as TH, involved 
in the production of dopamine — 
a neurotransmitter known for 
reward-motivated behaviour 
— was found highly expressed 
in the human neocortex and 
striatum but absent from the 
neocortex of chimpanzees. 

“Our brains are three times 
larger, have many more cells 
and therefore more process-
ing power than chimpanzee or 
monkey,” said Andre M.M. Sousa, 
a postdoctoral researcher at 
Yale University in Connecticut. 
“There are also distinct small 
differences between the species 
in how individual cells function 
and form connections,” Sousa 
added, in the paper published in 
the journal Science.

— Agencies
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