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EditorialEditorial
March 2022, Amsterdam,

Comfort: we all seek for it. And everyone has 
another perception of what comfort is. Some 
enjoy camping and hiking immensely, while 
others prefer to stay in luxury hotels and lie on 
the beach. But comfort is more than just a holi-
day. Comfort is about what you dare and what 
you don’t dare, about pushing your boundaries. 

In this magazine, we dive into the world of 
comfort zones. What lies in these comfort zo-
nes and what lies outside them? Why do 
some of us have really ‘small comfort zones’? 

I think we could all challenge ourselves eve-
ry day to get I little more outside of these il-
lusinal  ‘safe  spaces’. Because seeking com-
fort in discomfort brings you a lot further .

Karlien Laarhuis
Editor in Chief
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When our best friends are 
brokenhearted, we come over 
to their house with ice cream. 
When we visit our parents 
and they cook our favourite 
dish from childhood, we 
feel warm and fuzzy inside. 
When the sun comes out, 
our body screams for iced 
coffee and lemonade. Food 
is more than just nutrients 
going through us. It gives us 
comfort in many situations 
and feelings: when we’re 
happy, sad, overwhelmed 
or calm. We enjoy it by 
ourselves, and even more 
in good company. Here’s  
the eye candy   we  found 
at the Albert Cuypmarkt.

COMFORT COMFORT 
FOODFOOD

Photo series by Janina Hofmann 
and Karlien Laarhuis
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albert cuyp market - de pijp
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The feeling that no one truly likes 
you - a constant voice in your head that 
doubts and dislikes everything you do, 
and everything you are when in a social 
situation. It’s like a stalker in your brain 
that just won’t leave you alone. The 
Anxiety and Depression Association 
of America, also known as AADA, 
describes social anxiety as follows: ‘an 
intense anxiety or fear of being judged, 
negatively evaluated, or rejected in 
a social or performance situation.’

It’s a disorder that often starts during 
teenage years, like it was the case for 
me. When I went to primary school, 
I was this kid who was friends with 
everyone in class. I always got invited 
to all the birthday parties, and I clicked 
with everyone. Back then, social 
interaction came naturally for me.

I don’t know exactly how and when it 
started. That’s the tricky part of any 
mental illness - often it just slowly creeps 
in your brain without you realizing it. 
But at one point when I was 14, my friends 
from primary school had made new 
friends in their middle schools, and the 
people from my middle school already 
had these strong friendship groups. 

I felt like I was socially stuck in no-
man’s-land. Luckily, I was never 
bullied, but I did feel like people at 
school only let me sit with them to be 
polite. This thought was on repeat in 
my head and it made me extremely 
anxious, paranoid and self-conscious.

People who know me now, know that I 
like to dress in different and sometimes 
unusual ways. This is something that 
I have been doing all my life, even as a 
little kid. But during that period I was 
so scared that people would think I 
was weird. Because of this I decided to 
dress plain and boring - I mostly wore 
basic jeans and a grey shirt. Everything 
to not stand out. This fear of standing 
out or being judged also affected other 
parts of my life. I stopped telling jokes, 
because what if people wouldn’t 
like my jokes. I stopped talking, 
because what if people disagreed 
with me or thought that I was stupid. 

To prevent these scenarios from 
happening, I tried to get into as few 
social situations as possible. I never 
really hung out with anyone after 
school, I skipped as many lessons as I 
could. Luckily, my grades where good 
enough, so my parents never noticed. 

Next thing: I got really insecure about 
the fact that I didn’t have any real, 
close friends. That’s how mean social 
anxiety is. It makes you feel bad when 
you’re around people; at the same time 
it makes you feel bad when you’re 
alone - you just can’t win. During this 
time, I often felt lonely and depressed.

There I was, feeling extremely insecure 
about social situations, my character 
and appearance. Nobody knew who I 
really was and in my experience, not 
being able to be yourself hurts your soul.

The way I felt about myself got worse 
later on. When you are 15 years old, 
you start to mature. Kids that age start 
doing adult-things like sex, partying, 
drinking and having relationships. 
Everyone around me was starting to 
experience those things, but I still felt 
like a kid and like I was missing out.

The moments I felt the worst about my 
social anxiety was during parties. I didn’t 
always get invited to parties, but when I 
did, I always felt that they only invited 
me out of courtesy and that they didn’t 
really want me to come. This thought 
repeated itself in my head the entire 
day of the party. I often got so anxious, 
that by the time I got close to the party, 
I had an internal discussion about 
whether I should or shouldn’t go. This 
discussion and torn feeling often took 
30 minutes. 30 minutes of maximum 
self-hatred and anxiety. Sometimes I 
won, went to the party, and had a fun 
time – other times the anxiety won and 
I went home with an excuse and spent 
the night in my room feeling miserable.

The moment which changed it for me 
was when I watched a documentary 
called ‘The mask you live in’. I was 17 
when I watched this, and it opened my 
eyes. Before that, all I knew about mental 
illness was depression, and I didn’t 

During a significant part of my teenage years, I 
suffered from social anxiety. It happened around 
the age of 14 until the age of 18.
column by Daniel reusink

Socially stuck in Socially stuck in 
no man’s landno man’s land
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even really know what that was either. 
Suddenly there was this documentary 
with people who had the same thoughts 
as me. For the first time in years, I felt 
less lonely and weird about myself.

Even though I then knew that I had 
social anxiety, knowing it didn’t solve 
my problems. I wanted to be myself 
again, but I hadn’t been myself for 
years. The social anxiety told me 
that if I suddenly would start being 
myself again, people would think I 
was a weirdo for acting differently.

Later that year, I graduated middle school 
and started going to college. I wanted to 
go to Breda University and study tourism 
- but that meant moving and living on my 
own. Everyone doubted that I was able 
to live on my own. I wasn’t confident 
enough yet to ignore those people and 
do what I wanted. So I went to HvA 
instead, doing commercial economics, 
and kept living at home with my parents. 

Even though it was a fresh start and I knew 
what I had to do, it didn’t go as planned. 
I simply hadn’t developed the social 
skills to build personal relationships. 
I still didn’t know how to be myself. So 
I stopped studying after a month and 
started working for the rest of that year 
until I could go to my first choice in Breda.

During that year, I had multiple 
jobs and made a conscious effort 
to be myself. Step by step, I started 
peeking out of my shell, getting 
comfortable in my own  skin   again.

Practicing to be myself and moving to a 
different city really helped me - a fresh 
start, where nobody knows the little, 
insecure, and silent kid that I was during 
a large part of my teenage years. The 
social anxiety wasn’t gone completely 
when moving to Breda, the toxic voice 
was still there. But I had worked too 
hard to let the social anxiety win.

Now I can happily say that since the past 
couple of years, I almost never feel the 
social anxiety anymore. I am the most 
comfortable in my skin as I ever been.

To anyone feeling social anxiety I want 
to say: stay strong. You are not the only 
person who feels this way and things 
aren’t as bad as the social anxiety tells 
you. But in the end, it is something 
everyone has to realize for themselves.

“That’s how mean social 
anxiety is. It makes you feel 
bad when you’re around people; 
at the same time it makes you 
feel bad when you’re alone”

 © daniel reusink 
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Anxiety is an oppressive, unpleasant emotional state caused by
threat or danger. It becomes problematic when there is an excessive
manifestation of normal fears, to the extent that it
negatively affects normal daily functioning.

THE WORLD OF FEARSTHE WORLD OF FEARSTHE WORLD OF FEARS

4%
of the world's population has anxiety problems. 
With North America as the epicenter with 8% of
 it's population having anxiety disorders.

Social anxiety Specific fears Panic attacks Fear to go out

Fear of 
contamination

Fear of
 heights

Fear of 
small places

Fear of 
sickness

Fears are 
created 
in the 
brain

Serotonine

Adrenaline

Dopamine

People struggle with fears 
the most between 

the age of

Keep moving

Take enough
rest and sleep

Create
structure in
your life

Eat
healthy

Don't use
alcohol or
drugs

For people who have
anxiety disorders these 
messenger substances do not work
properly. The processing of fear
signals are unbalanced - this causes
fears.

7% 7.5% 4% 1.7%

1.5% 1.5%

*Percentages are based on world population

6% 3.5%
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In this video, you will see what it’s like to 
take your first steps in a new language as 
an expat in Amsterdam. At language school 
Koentact, besides their regular classes, they 
also offer field trips. A fun way to practice 
your Dutch, meet new people and to step out 
of that comfort zone.  Because for some of us, 
speaking in a foreign language is a real big step.

LANGUAGE AS A 
COMFORT ZONE
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Scan for 
the video 
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“Staying in our comfort 
zone is an illusion.” 

What comes to Wassili Zafiris’ mind first, when he 
thinks about the word comfort zone, is the Con-
cept of Flow by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. ‘He did 
research on happiness. But the interesting thing 
was: he couldn’t find happiness. What he did find 
is that people have moments of happiness, and he 
called those moments ‘Flow’. So, to get into the 
Flow, you have to get out of your comfort zone.’ 

Many of the teenagers who participated in Csiks-
zentmihalyi’s research reported unhappiness, but 
he noticed their answers were more positive when 
the teens were engaged in a challenging activi-
ty. In his book ‘Flow: The psychology of optimal 
experience’, Csikszentmihalyi defines Flow as ‘a 
state in which people are so involved in an activity 
that nothing else seems to matter; the experience 
is so enjoyable that people will continue to do it 
even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it.’ 

According to this definition, people feel happier 
when doing an activity that brings them joy. It 
can’t be ice bathing and bungee jumping, or the 
simpler things in our daily lives. But what is it that 
gets us out of our comfort zone? It’s not always 
about challenging yourself, says Wassili Zafiris. 
We need our moments with Netflix on the couch, 
doing nothing. ‘Those moments are valuable and 
important to us. But when you’re too much in your 
comfort zone and avoid challenges or circumstan-
ces that could be uncomfortable, that’s when a 
comfort zone is something negative,’ he mentions. 

The cracking point: we can find development in 
discomfort. There will always be moments that 
make us feel uncomfortable. ‘As we grow older, 
we have to realize that staying in our comfort 
zone is an illusion. Because we are constantly 
challenged,’ Zafiris explains. ‘If you want to look 
at it from a negative perspective, you could say 
we get one setback after the other. So, one of the 
important key elements for us is to build an inner 
strength resilience to deal with all these setbacks.’  

Just like we are all different, so are our com-
fort zones. For one, getting out of their comfort 
zone could mean leaving the house because of 
mental health struggles. Another person needs 
highly adventurous activities to feel challen-
ged. There are theories that say we can divide 
ourselves into different personality types. Isa-
bel Myers and her mother Katherine Briggs de-
signed a personality type indicator to identify 
one’s strengths, preferences, and weaknesses. 

Their concept defines 16 different types and is 
based on Carl Jung’s theory of personality types.

Back in 1921, the psychiatrist tried to classify hu-
mans, because he believed they needed different 
types of therapies based on their personality. The 
Myers-Briggs questionnaire has become a well-es-
tablished psychological instrument in the world 
and is used by many. The questionnaire can be 
found online. When we do that test, we can feel 
confirmed, understood, but also a little confronted. 

You could assume a comfort zone differs de-
pending on your personality type, but Wassi-
li Zafiris has another opinion on that: ‘the way 
I look at it, we determine all our decisions on 
how we feel about something. An introvert 
measures how he or she feels about something, 
an extrovert measures the same way. They just 
have different forms of expressing those fee-
lings’, he says. ‘I don’t necessarily think that in-
fluences how you deal with your comfort zone.’ 

Zafiris thinks that what connects all hu-
man-beings with each other, is that we all need 
to feel understood. We all need to feel suppor-
ted and loved. For instance, a shy person could 
be more likely to feel rejected when there’s 
no recognition. An extrovert can feel the same 
thing - they just have different ways of dealing 
with it. The extroverts might get even more ex-
troverted because they want to get recogniti-
on. But that doesn’t mean it’s easier for them. 

According to Zafiris, ‘there’s a natural sense of 
mastery that we all have. And you can only gain 
that mastery by stretching your comfort zone, 
there’s not going to be any development within 
the comfort zone.’ If someone feels stuck in 
their comfort zone, he advises to ask themsel-
ves some serious questions: ‘instead of asking, 
why am I stuck or why isn’t the world rescuing 
me, you could ask yourself, so what is holding 
me back, what is stopping me from moving?’

He believes it’s important to connect with your 
feelings because a lot of them have nothing to do 
with reality: ‘what we feel, is our reality. But that 
doesn’t mean that it is reality.’ Our brain gene-
ralizes experiences we had in the past, and when 
we’re in a difficult situation we’ve been in before, 
our brain tells us it’s going to be challenging again. 

Zafiris sees the opportunity to grow through a cri-
sis. ‘With the things we hold true within the be-
liefs that we have, we cannot experience anything 
else. During a crisis, you could change your beliefs 
and your feelings about the things you held onto. 
And once that happens, a whole new world opens.’ 
He concludes: ‘You have to get out of your com-
fort zone, even though it’s a painful experience.’

feature by JANINA HOFMANN

It’s cozy, it’s warm, it’s safe – our dearest comfort zone. We 
all have one, and we all need one. Just like we need to leave it 
every now and then. Why is that so important? And is it connec-
ted to the different types of personalities? We asked mental 
coach Wassili Zafiris.
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Growing by doing: Anne 
and John get confronted 
by their disorder daily
feature by Floor Nagelhout

Every person experiences situations which they feel comfortable or less 
comfortable in. When you enter awkward situations, you step out of your 
comfort zone. Most people do this once in a while, but Anne and John 
have to deal with this on a daily basis. They both have a disorder that cau-
ses them to be visibly confronted with their disability every day, turn-
ing things that are very casual for most people into a real struggle for them. 

Anne is 23 years old and has suffered from stuttering all her life. This is proba-
bly because the coordination of her brain, nerves and muscles do not function like 
they should. According to the Dutch Stuttering Fund, only one percent of the wor-
ld’s stutterers continue to have a chronic stutter. Anne belongs to this one percent 
and together with 60 million other people, she is struggling with this disease eve-
ry day. Today she is telling us about the difficulties she has to face on a daily basis. 

When Anne was six years old, the first symptoms appeared. She couldn’t talk properly and 
had to squeeze her words out. ‘My parents weren’t too worried at the time, as my sisters also 
started talking later than others.’ Her parents went to the doctor with her around the age of 
ten because she started to have trouble talking at school, which caused breathing problems 
and extreme transpiration at a young age. These are symptoms that are common among be-
ginning stutterers. ‘This was very hard for me, because children at this age could be very 
mean and I was regularly laughed at.’ Anne was quickly diagnosed as a stutterer, which me-
ant she had to go through many tests at a young age and attend a lot of speech and stutter 
therapy in addition to school. ‘The hardest thing was that most children could just play with 
each other after school, or do sports. I always had to practice my speech at times when I 
was free.’ Anne’s younger years were tough but the real struggle came when she got older. 

‘I think my teenage years were the toughest. These are the years where you just want to be nor-
mal and fit in.’ According to Anne, she was always scared to go up to people. She never made 
new friends and started avoiding social situations. ‘I was always alone at home during school 
parties, and then saw on Instagram how much fun everyone was having. That was painful.’ Yet 
Anne had the strength to fight her insecurities and has now completed her master’s degree. 
‘Therapy helped me a lot and through my studies in psychology I learned that sometimes you 
really have to step out of your comfort zones to grow.’ Every Friday, Anne takes a walk in the 
park with a fellow student and talks to random people to ask for directions or other ques-
tions. ‘In the beginning this was super scary, but the fear is mainly of thinking you’re weird 
according to others which makes you stutter worse.’ By practicing every day, Anne overco-
mes her fear more and more and nowadays she feels more confident than ever. In the future 
she would love to help young people facing their stuttering from a psychological approach. 

Not only Anne, but also John has to step outside his comfort zone every day. John is 51 
years old and has been suffering from Gilles de la Tourette since he was a child. Touret-
te’s syndrome causes you to develop tics. These are sudden movements and sounds over 
which you have no to little control. Doctors do not know what exactly causes Tourette’s. 
What is known is that a predisposition in the genes of the person is responsible for the tics. 
John remembers that he had tics ever since he was a child. Fortunately, this never stop-
ped him, but he knows he is an exception. ‘I don’t swear, but I do have visible tics in my 
face and I also have certain compulsions that make me take longer to do certain things.’ 
John finds a lot of distraction in sports. Finding distraction is something many people 
with Tourette’s do. ‘The more I relax, the less tics I have. That’s why it’s important to find 
a hobby where you can release all your stress.’ The tough thing about Tourette’s, accor-
ding to John, is that you are constantly trying to keep your tics under control. ‘At the end 
of a busy day I’m often exhausted.’ John is very confident, which makes life with Touret-
te’s less difficult. ‘People who are afraid that others will see their tics, stress and only get 
more tics. I don’t mind what others think of me,’ says John. Still, sometimes it remains 
difficult for those close to him. ‘It used to bother me that my daughters were sometimes a 
bit ashamed of me.’ John has managed to live with his tics and knows how to relax more 
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