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Anxiety

Overview

Occasional anxiety is a normal part of life. You might feel anxious when faced with a
problem at work, before taking a test, or making an important decision. But anxiety
disorders involve more than temporary worry or fear. For a person with an anxiety
disorder, the anxiety does not go away and can get worse over time. The feelings can
interfere with daily activities such as job performance, school work, and relationships.
There are several different types of anxiety disorders. Examples include generalized
anxiety disorder, panic disorder, and social anxiety disorder.

Generalized Anxiety Disorder
When Worry Gets Out of Control

Occasional anxiety is a normal part of life. You might worry about things like health,
money, or family problems. But people with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) feel
extremely worried or feel nervous about these and other things—even when there is
little or no reason to worry about them. People with GAD find it difficult to control their
anxiety and stay focused on daily tasks. The good news is that GAD is treatable.

What are the signs and symptoms of GAD?

GAD develops slowly. It often starts during the teen years or young adulthood.
People with GAD may:

o Worry very much about everyday things

o Have trouble controlling their worries or feelings of nervousness
o Know that they worry much more than they should

o feel restless and have trouble relaxing

e Have a hard time concentrating

o Beeasily startled

o Havetrouble falling asleep or staying asleep
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Feel easily tired or tired all the time

Have headaches, muscle aches, stomach aches, or unexplained pains
Have a hard time swallowing

Tremble or twitch

Be rritable or feel “on edge”

Sweat a lot, feel light-headed or out of breath

Have to go to the bathroom a lot

Children and teens with GAD often worry excessively about:

Their performance, such as in school or in sports
Catastrophes, such as earthquakes or war

Adults with GAD are often highly nervous about everyday circumstances, such as:

Job security or performance

Health

Finances

The health and well-being of their children

Being late

Completing household chores and other responsibilities

Both children and adults with GAD may experience physical symptoms that make it
hard to function and that interfere with daily life.

Symptoms may get better or worse at different times, and they are often worse
during times of stress, such as with a physical illness, during exams at school, or
during a family or relationship conflict.
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What is it like to have GAD?

| was worried all the time and felt nervous.
My family told me that there were no signs of
problems, but | still felt upset. | dreaded going
to work because | couldn’t keep my mind
focused. | was having trouble falling asleep at
night and was irritated at my family all the time.

| saw my doctor and explained my constant
worries. My doctor sent me to someone who
knows about GAD. Now | am working with a
counselor to cope better with my anxiety. |
had to work hard, but | feel better. I'm glad |
made that first call to my doctor.

What causes GAD?

GAD sometimes runs in families, but no one knows for sure why some family
members have it while others don’t. Researchers have found that several parts
of the brain, as well as biological processes, play a key role in fear and anxiety.
By learning more about how the brain and body function in people with anxiety
disorders, researchers may be able to create better treatments. Researchers are
also looking for ways in which stress and environmental factors play a role.

How is GAD treated?

First, talk to your doctor about your symptoms. Your doctor should do an exam and
ask you about your health history to make sure that an unrelated physical problem
is not causing your symptoms. Your doctor may refer to you a mental health
specialist, such as a psychiatrist or psychologist.

GAD is generally treated with psychotherapy, medication, or both. Talk with your
doctor about the best treatment for you.
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Panic Disorder
When Fear Overwhelms

Do you sometimes have sudden attacks of anxiety and overwhelming fear that last
for several minutes? Maybe your heart pounds, you sweat, and you feel like you
can’t breathe or think. Do these attacks occur at unpredictable times with no obvious
trigger, causing you to worry about the possibility of having another one at any time?

If so, you may have a type of anxiety disorder called panic disorder. Left untreated,
panic disorder can lower your quality of life because it may lead to other fears and
mental health disorders, problems at work or school, and social isolation.

What is it like to have panic disorder?

One day, without any warning or reason,
a feeling of terrible anxiety came crashing
down on me. | felt like | couldnt get enough
air, no matter how hard | breathed. My heart
was pounding out of my chest, and | thought
| might die. | was sweating and felt dizzy. | felt
like | had no control over these feelings and
like | was drowning and couldn’t think straight.

After what seemed like an eternity, my breathing
slowed and | eventually let go of the fear and
my racing thoughts, but | was totally drained and
exhausted. These attacks started to occur every
couple of weeks, and | thought | was losing my
mind. My friend saw how | was struggling and
told me to call my doctor for help.

What is panic disorder?

People with panic disorder have sudden and repeated attacks of fear that last

for several minutes or longer. These are called panic attacks. Panic attacks are
characterized by a fear of disaster or of losing control even when there is no real
danger. A person may also have a strong physical reaction during a panic attack. It may
feel like having a heart attack. Panic attacks can occur at any time, and many people
with panic disorder worry about and dread the possibility of having another attack.
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A person with panic disorder may become discouraged and feel ashamed because
he or she cannot carry out normal routines like going to school or work, going to
the grocery store, or driving.

Panic disorder often begins in the late teens or early adulthood. More women than
men have panic disorder. But not everyone who experiences panic attacks will
develop panic disorder.

What causes panic disorder?

Panic disorder sometimes runs in families, but no one knows for sure why some
family members have it while others don’t. Researchers have found that several
parts of the brain, as well as biological processes, play a key role in fear and
anxiety. Some researchers think that people with panic disorder misinterpret
harmless bodily sensations as threats. By learning more about how the brain and
body functions in people with panic disorder, scientists may be able to create
better treatments. Researchers are also looking for ways in which stress and
environmental factors may play a role.

What are the signs and symptoms of panic disorder?
People with panic disorder may have:

o Sudden and repeated panic attacks of overwhelming anxiety and fear
o Afeeling of being out of control, or a fear of death orimpending doom during a panic attack

o Physical symptoms during a panic attack, such as a pounding or racing heart, sweating, chills,
trembling, breathing problems, weakness or dizziness, tingly or numb hands, chest pain,
stomach pain, and nausea

o Anintense worry about when the next panic attack will happen
o Afearoravoidance of places where panic attacks have occurred in the past

How is panic disorder treated?

First, talk to your doctor about your symptoms. Your doctor should do an exam and
ask you about your health history to make sure that an unrelated physical problem
is not causing your symptoms. Your doctor may refer to you a mental health
specialist, such as a psychiatrist or psychologist.

Panic disorder is generally treated with psychotherapy, medication, or both. Talk
with your doctor about the best treatment for you.

Anxiety Disorders 5



New York State Office of Mental Health

Social Anxiety Disorder
More Than Just Shyness

Are you extremely afraid of being judged by others?
Are you very self-conscious in everyday social situations?
Do you avoid meeting new people?

If you have been feeling this way for at least six months and these feelings make
it hard for you to do everyday tasks—such as talking to people at work or school—
you may have a social anxiety disorder.

Social anxiety disorder (also called social phobia) is a mental health condition. It is
an intense, persistent fear of being watched and judged by others. This fear can
affect work, school, and your other day-to-day activities. It can even make it hard to
make and keep friends. But social anxiety disorder doesn’t have to stop you from
reaching your potential. Treatment can help you overcome your symptoms.

What is social anxiety disorder?

Social anxiety disorder is a common type of anxiety disorder. A person with social
anxiety disorder feels symptoms of anxiety or fear in certain or all social situations,
such as meeting new people, dating, being on a job interview, answering a
question in class, or having to talk to a cashier in a store. Doing everyday things

in front of people—such as eating or drinking in front of others or using a public
restroom—also causes anxiety or fear. The person is afraid that he or she will be
humiliated, judged, and rejected.

The fear that people with social anxiety disorder have in social situations is so
strong that they feel it is beyond their ability to control. As a result, it gets in the way
of going to work, attending school, or doing everyday things. People with social
anxiety disorder may worry about these and other things for weeks before they
happen. Sometimes, they end up staying away from places or events where they
think they might have to do something that will embarrass them.

Some people with the disorder do not have anxiety in social situations but have
performance anxiety instead. They feel physical symptoms of anxiety in situations
such as giving a speech, playing a sports game, or dancing or playing a musical
instrument on stage.

Social anxiety disorder usually starts during youth in people who are extremely shy.
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Social anxiety disorder is not uncommon; research suggests that about 7 percent of
Americans are affected. Without treatment, social anxiety disorder can last for many
years or a lifetime and prevent a person from reaching his or her full potential.

What is it like having social anxiety disorder?

In school, | was always afraid of being called
on, even when | knew the answers. | didn’t
want people to think | was stupid or boring. My
heart would pound and | would feel dizzy and
sick. When | got a job, | hated to meet with my
boss or talk in a meeting. | couldn’t attend my
best friend’s wedding reception because | was
afraid of having to meet new people. | tried to
calm myself by drinking several glasses of wine
before an event and then | started drinking
every day to try to face what | had to do.

| finally talked to my doctor because | was tired
of feeling this way and | was worried that | would
lose my job. | now take medicine and meet with
a counselor to talk about ways to cope with my
fears. | refuse to use alcohol to escape my fears
and I'm on my way to feeling better.

What are the signs and symptoms of social anxiety disorder?
When having to perform in front of or be around others, people with social anxiety disorder tend to:

o Blush, sweat, tremble, feel arapid heart rate, or feel their “mind going blank”
o feelnauseous or sick to their stomach
« Show arigid body posture, make little eye contact, or speak with an overly soft voice

o findit scary and difficult to be with other people, especially those they don’t already know, and
have a hard time talking to them even though they wish they could

o Beveryself-conscious in front of other people and feel embarrassed and awkward
o Beveryafraid that other people will judge them
o Stay away from places where there are other people
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What causes social anxiety disorder?

Social anxiety disorder sometimes runs in families, but no one knows for sure why
some family members have it while others don’t. Researchers have found that
several parts of the brain are involved in fear and anxiety. Some researchers think
that misreading of others’ behavior may play a role in causing or worsening social
anxiety. For example, you may think that people are staring or frowning at you when
they truly are not. Underdeveloped social skills are another possible contributor to
social anxiety. For example, if you have underdeveloped social skills, you may feel
discouraged after talking with people and may worry about doing it in the future.
By learning more about fear and anxiety in the brain, scientists may be able to
Create better treatments. Researchers are also looking for ways in which stress and
environmental factors may play a role.

How is social anxiety disorder treated?

Evaluation for an anxiety disorder often begins with a visit to a primary care
provider. Some physical health conditions, such as an overactive thyroid or low
blood sugar, as well as taking certain medications, can imitate or worsen an anxiety
disorder. A thorough mental health evaluation is also helpful, because anxiety
disorders often co-exist with other related conditions, such as depression or
obsessive-compulsive disorder.

Your doctor may refer you to a mental health specialist, such as a psychiatrist,
psychologist, clinical social worker, or counselor. The first step to effective treatment
is to have a diagnosis made, usually by a mental health specialist.

Social anxiety disorder is generally treated with psychotherapy (sometimes called
“talk” therapy), medication, or both. Speak with your doctor or health care provider
about the best treatment for you.
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Treatments and Therapies for Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety disorders are generally treated with psychotherapy, medication, or both.

Psychotherapy

Psychotherapy or “talk therapy” can help people with anxiety disorders. To be
effective, psychotherapy must be directed at the person’s specific anxieties and
tailored to his or her needs. A typical “side effect” of psychotherapy is temporary
discomfort involved with thinking about confronting feared situations.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

CBT is a type of psychotherapy that can help people with anxiety disorders. It
teaches a person different ways of thinking, behaving, and reacting to anxiety-
producing and fearful situations. CBT can also help people learn and practice social
skills, which is vital for treating social anxiety disorder.

Two specific stand-alone components of CBT used to treat social anxiety disorder
are cognitive therapy and exposure therapy. Cognitive therapy focuses on identifying,
challenging, and then neutralizing unhelpful thoughts underlying anxiety disorders.

Exposure therapy focuses on confronting the fears underlying an anxiety disorder
in order to help people engage in activities they have been avoiding. Exposure
therapy is used along with relaxation exercises and/or imagery. One study, called
a meta-analysis because it pulls together all of the previous studies and calculates
the statistical magnitude of the combined effects, found that cognitive therapy was
superior to exposure therapy for treating social anxiety disorder.

CBT may be conducted individually or with a group of people who have similar
problems. Group therapy is particularly effective for social anxiety disorder. Often
“homework” is assigned for participants to complete between sessions.

Self-Help or Support Groups

Some people with anxiety disorders might benefit from joining a self-help or
support group and sharing their problems and achievements with others. Internet
chat rooms might also be useful, but any advice received over the Internet should
be used with caution, as Internet acquaintances have usually never seen each
other and false identities are common. Talking with a trusted friend or member of
the clergy can also provide support, but it is not necessarily a sufficient alternative
to care from an expert clinician.

Stress-Management Techniques

Stress management techniques and meditation can help people with anxiety
disorders calm themselves and may enhance the effects of therapy. While there is
evidence that aerobic exercise has a calming effect, the quality of the studies is not
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strong enough to support its use as treatment. Since caffeine, certain illicit drugs,
and even some over-the-counter cold medications can aggravate the symptoms of
anxiety disorders, avoiding them should be considered. Check with your physician
or pharmacist before taking any additional medications.

The family can be important in the recovery of a person with an anxiety disorder. Ideally,
the family should be supportive but not help perpetuate their loved one’s symptoms.

Medication

Medication does not cure anxiety disorders but often relieves symptoms. Medication
can only be prescribed by a medical doctor (such as a psychiatrist or a primary care
provider), but a few states allow psychologists to prescribe psychiatric medications.

Medications are sometimes used as the initial treatment of an anxiety disorder,
or are used only if there is insufficient response to a course of psychotherapy.
In research studies, it is common for patients treated with a combination of
psychotherapy and medication to have better outcomes than those treated with
only one or the other.

The most common classes of medications used to combat anxiety disorders

are antidepressants, anti-anxiety drugs, and beta-blockers. Be aware that some
medications are effective only if they are taken regularly and that symptoms may
recur if the medication is stopped.

Antidepressants

Antidepressants are used to treat depression, but they also are helpful for treating
anxiety disorders. They take several weeks to start working and may cause side
effects such as headache, nausea, or difficulty sleeping. The side effects are usually
not a problem for most people, especially if the dose starts off low and is increased
slowly over time.

Please Note: Although antidepressants are safe and effective for many people,
they may be risky for children, teens, and young adults. A “black box” warning—the
most serious type of warning that a prescription can carry—has been added to the
labels of antidepressants. The labels now warn that antidepressants may cause
some people to have suicidal thoughts or make suicide attempts. For this reason,
anyone taking an antidepressant should be monitored closely, especially when
they first start taking the medication.

Anti-Anxiety Medications

Anti-anxiety medications are powerful and begin working right away to reduce anxious
feelings; however, these medications are usually not taken for long periods of time.
People can build up a tolerance if they are taken over a long period of time and may
need higher and higher doses to get the same effect. Some people may even become
dependent on them. To avoid these problems, doctors usually prescribe anti-anxiety
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medications for short periods, a practice that is especially helpful for older adults.

Anti-anxiety medications help reduce the symptoms of anxiety, panic attacks, or
extreme fear and worry. The most common anti-anxiety medications are called
benzodiazepines. Benzodiazepines are first-line treatments for generalized
anxiety disorder. With panic disorder or social phobia (social anxiety disorder),
benzodiazepines are usually second-line treatments, behind antidepressants.

Beta-Blockers

Beta-blockers are medicines that can help block some of the physical symptoms of
anxiety on the body, such as an increased heart rate, sweating, or tremors. Beta-
blockers are commonly the medications of choice for the “performance anxiety”
type of social anxiety.

Beta-blockers, such as propranolol and atenolol, are also helpful in the treatment of
the physical symptoms of anxiety, especially social anxiety. Physicians prescribe them
to control rapid heartbeat, shaking, trembling, and blushing in anxious situations.

How to Get Help

Choosing the right medication, medication dose, and treatment plan should be based on
a person’s needs and medical situation, and done under an expert’s care. Only an expert
clinician can help you decide whether the medication’s ability to help is worth the risk of a
side effect. Your doctor may try several medicines before finding the right one.

You and your doctor should discuss:

o How well medications are working or might work to improve your symptoms
o Benefits and side effects of each medication

o Risk for serious side effects based on your medical history

o The likelihood of the medications requiring lifestyle changes

e (osts of each medication

o (Otheralternative therapies, medications, vitamins, and supplements you are taking and how
these may affect your treatment

o Howthe medication should be stopped. Some drugs can’t be stopped abruptly but must be
tapered off slowly under a doctor’s supervision.

Check the Food and Drug Administration’s website (http://www.fda.gov/) for the latest
information on warnings, patient medication guides, or newly approved medications.

Don’t give up on treatment too quickly. Both psychotherapy and medication can
take some time to work. A healthy lifestyle can also help combat anxiety. Make sure
to get enough sleep and exercise, eat a healthy diet, and turn to family and friends
who you trust for support.
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Finding Help
New York State Mental Health Program Directory

The Mental Health Program Directory provides information on all programs in New
York State that are operated, licensed or funded by the State Office of Mental
Health (OMH). This site includes three search options: Basic Search, Advanced
Search, and Full Directory. Definitions for all programs are available under the
Support tab, along with directory help and information on program data collection.
Find services close to you at: Find a Program App at omh.ny.gov

Mental Health Treatment Program Locator

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
provides this online resource for locating mental health treatment facilities and
programs. The Mental Health Treatment Locator section of the Behavioral Health
Treatment Services Locator lists facilities providing mental health services to
persons with mental iliness. Find a facility in your state at: https://findtreatment.
samhsa.gov/

For Immediate Help

If You Are in Crisis:

Call the toll-free National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255),
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The service is available to anyone. All calls
are confidential. The TTY number is 1-800-799-4TTY (4889).

If you are thinking about harming yourself or thinking about suicide:

Tell someone who can help right away

Call your licensed mental health professional if you are already working with one
Call your doctor

(Goto the nearest hospital emergency department

If aloved one is considering suicide:

o Donotleave him or her alone

o Trytogetyourloved one to seek immediate help from a doctor or the nearest hospital
emergency room, or call 911

o Remove access to firearms or other potential tools for suicide, including medications
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For questions or complaints
regarding mental health services
anywhere in New York State
please contact:

New York State

Office of Mental Health
Customer Relations

44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229

(800) 597-8481 (toll-free)

For information about mental health
services in your community, contact
the New York State Office of Mental
Health regional office nearest you:

Western New York Field Office
737 Delaware Avenue, Suite 200
Buffalo, NY 14209

(716) 885-4219

Central New York Field Office
545 Cedar Street, 2nd Floor
Syracuse, NY 13210-2319
(315) 426-3930

Hudson River Field Office
10 Ross Circle, Suite 5N
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601
(845) 454-8229

Long Island Field Office

998 Crooked Hill Road

Building #45-3

West Brentwood, NY 11717-1087
(631) 761-2886

New York City Field Office
330 Fifth Avenue, 9th Floor
New York, NY 10001-3101
(212) 330-1650

NEW
YORK
STATE

In Crisis?
We’ve got time to listen.
Text Got5 to 741741

National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline

1-800-273-TALK (8255)

Available 24 hours a day,
7 days a week (toll-free).

The service is available to anyone.
All calls are confidential.

The TTY number is:
1-800-799-4TTY (4889)

Connect with OMH

www.facebook.com/nysomh

www.twitter.com/nysomh
@nysomh

You

www.youtube.com/user/nysomh

For additional information regarding
this publication please contact:

NYS OMH Community Outreach
and Public Education Office
44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229
(800) 597-8481 (toll free)
www.omh.ny.gov
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