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ANXIETY ATTACKS AND DISORDERS

SIGNS, SYMPTOMS, AND TREATMENT

Muhammad Aslam khan Lodhi

Abstract: Anxiety is the body's natural response
to danger, an automatic alarm that goes off when
we feel threatened. One individual may suffer from
intense anxiety attacks that strike without warning,
while another gets panicky at the thought of min-
gling at a party. Anxiety is more than just a feeling.
As a product of the body's fight-or-flight response,
anxiety involves a wide range of physical symptoms.
There are six major types of anxiety disorders, Anx-
iety disorders respond very well to treatment—and
often in a relatively short amount of time.
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We all know what anxiety feels like. Our heart
pounds before a big presentation or a tough

exam. We get butterflies in our stomach
during a blind date. We worry and fret over
family problems or feel jittery at the prospect
of asking the boss for a raise. However, if
worries and fears are preventing you from
living your life the way you'd like to, you
may be suffering from an anxiety disorder.
The good news is, there are many anxiety
treatments and self-help strategies that can
help you reduce your anxiety symptoms and
take back control of your life.

Understanding anxiety disorders
It's normal to worry and feel tense or scared
when under pressure or facing a stressful
situation. Anxiety is the body's natural
response to danger, an automatic alarm that
goes off when we feel threatened.

Although it may be unpleasant, anxiety isn't
always a bad thing. In fact, anxiety can help
us stay alert and focused, spur us to action,
and motivate us to solve problems. But
when anxiety is constant or overwhelming,
when it interferes with your relationships and
activities—that's when you've crossed the
line from normal anxiety into the territory of
anxiety disorders.
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Do you have an anxiety disorder?

If you identify with several of the following

signs and symptoms, and they just won't go

away, you may be suffering from an anxiety
disorder.

e Are you constantly tense, worried, or on
edge?

e Does your anxiety interfere with your
work, school, or family responsibilities?

e Are you plagued by fears that you know
are irrational, but can't shake?

* Do you believe that something bad will
happen if certain things aren’'t done a
certain way?

e Do you avoid everyday situations
or activities because they make you
anxious?

* Do you experience sudden, unexpected
attacks of heart-pounding panic?

e Do you feel like danger and catastrophe
are around every corner?

Signs and symptoms of anxiety disorders
Because the anxiety disorders are a group
of related conditions rather than a single
disorder, they can look very different from
person to person. One individual may
suffer from intense anxiety attacks that
strike without warning, while another gets
panicky at the thought of mingling at a party.
Someone else may struggle with a disabling
fear of driving or uncontrollable, intrusive
thoughts. Still another may live in a constant
state of tension, worrying about anything and
everything.

But despite their different forms, all anxiety
disorders share one major symptom:
persistent or severe fear or worry in situations
where most people wouldn't feel threatened.

Emotional symptoms of anxiety
In addition to the primary symptoms of

irrational and excessive fear and worry, other
common emotional symptoms of anxiety
include:

e Feelings of apprehension or dread
Trouble concentrating

Feeling tense and jumpy

Anticipating the worst

Irritability

Restlessness

Watching for signs of danger

Feeling like your mind’s gone blank

Physical symptoms of anxiety

Anxiety is more than just a feeling. As a
product of the body's fight-or-flight response,
anxiety involves a wide range of physical
symptoms. Because of the numerous
physical symptoms, anxiety sufferers often
mistake their disorder for a medical illness.
They may visit many doctors and make
numerous trips to the hospital before their
anxiety disorder is discovered.

Common physical symptoms of anxiety
include:

Pounding heart

Sweating

Stomach upset or dizziness
Frequent urination or diarrhea
Shortness of breath

Tremors and twitches

Muscle tension

Headaches

Fatigue

Insomnia

The link between anxiety and depression

Many people with anxiety disorders also
suffer from depression at some point. Anxiety
and depression are believed to stem from
the same biological vulnerability, which may
explain why they so often go hand in hand.
Since depression makes anxiety worse (and
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vice versa), it's important to seek treatment
for both conditions.

Anxiety attacks and their symptoms
Anxiety attacks, known as panic attacks
in mental health circles, —are episodes
of intense panic or fear. Anxiety attacks
usually occur suddenly and without warning.
Sometimes there's an obvious trigger—
getting stuck in an elevator, for example, or
thinking about the big speech you're giving in
a few hours—but in other cases, the attacks
come out of the blue.

Anxiety attacks usually peak within ten
minutes, and they rarely last more than
a half hour. But during that short time, the
terror can be so severe that you feel as if
you're about to die or totally lose control.
The physical symptoms are themselves so
frightening that many people believe they're
having a heart attack. After an anxiety attack
is over, you may be worried about having
another one, particularly in a public place
where help isn’t available or you can't easily
escape.
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Symptoms of an anxiety attack include:

e Surge of overwhelming panic

e Feeling of losing control or going crazy
® Heart palpitations or chest pain

e Feeling like you're going to pass out

Trouble breathing or choking sensation
Hyperventilation

Hot flashes or chills

Trembling or shaking

Nausea or stomach cramps

Feeling detached or unreal

Treatment for anxiety attacks

It's important to seek help if you're starting
to avoid certain situations or places because
you're afraid of having a panic attack. The
good news is that anxiety attacks are highly
treatable. In fact, many people are panic free
within just 5 to 8 treatment sessions.

Types of anxiety disorders

There are six major types of anxiety disorders,
each with their own distinct symptom profile:
generalized anxiety disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, panic disorder, phobia,
post-traumatic stress disorder, and social
anxiety disorder.

Generalized anxiety disorder

If constant worries and fears distract you from
your day-to-day activities or you're troubled
by a persistent feeling that something bad is
going to happen, you may be suffering from
generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). People
with GAD are chronic worrywarts who feel
anxious nearly all of the time, though they
may not even know why. Anxiety related to
GAD often shows up as physical symptoms
like insomnia, stomach upset, restlessness,
and fatigue.
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Obsessive-compulsive disorder
Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is
characterized by unwanted thoughts or
behaviors that seem impossible to stop
or control. If you have OCD, you may be
troubled by obsessions, such as a recurring
worry that you forgot to turn off the oven or
that you might hurt someone. You may also
suffer from uncontrollable compulsions, such
as washing your hands over and over.

Panic disorder

Panic disorder is characterized by repeated,
unexpected panic attacks, as well as fear of
experiencing another episode. Panic disorder
may also be accompanied by agoraphobia,
which is a fear of being in places where
escape or help would be difficult in the event
of a panic attack. If you have agoraphobia,
you are likely to avoid public places such as
shopping malls or confined spaces such as
an airplane.
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Phobia

A phobia is an unrealistic or exaggerated
fear of a specific object, activity, or situation
that in reality presents little to no danger.
Common phobias include fear of animals
such as snakes and spiders, fear of flying,
and fear of heights. In the case of a severe
phobia, you might go to extreme lengths
to avoid the thing you fear. Unfortunately,

avoidance only strengthens the phobia.

Post-traumatic stress disorder

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is
an anxiety disorder that can occur in the
aftermath of a traumatic or life-threatening
event. Symptoms of PTSD include flashbacks
or nightmares about what happened,

hypervigilance, startling easily, withdrawing
from others, and avoiding situations that
remind you of the event.

Social anxiety disorder

If you have a debilitating fear of being seen
negatively by others and humiliated in public,
you may have social anxiety disorder, also
known as social phobia. Social anxiety
disorder can be thought of as extreme
shyness. In severe cases, social situations
are avoided altogether. Performance anxiety
(better known as stage fright) is the most
common type of social phobia.

Self-help for anxiety and anxiety disorders
Not everyone who worries a lot has an anxiety
disorder. You may be anxious because of an
overly demanding schedule, lack of exercise
or sleep, pressure at home or work, or even
from too much coffee.

The bottom line is that if your lifestyle is
unhealthy and stressful, you're likely to feel
anxious—whether or not you have an anxiety
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disorder. So if you feel like you worry too

much, take some time to evaluate how well

you're caring for yourself.

¢ Do you make time each day for relaxation
and fun?

* Are you getting the emotional support
you need?

¢ Are you taking care of your body?

* Are you overloaded with responsibilities?

e Do you ask for help when you need it?

If your stress levels are through the roof, think
about how you can bring your life back into
balance. There may be responsibilities you
can give up, turn down, or delegate to others.
If you're feeling isolated or unsupported, find
someone you trust to confide in. Just talking
about your worries can make them seem
less frightening.
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Self-help strategies for chronic worriers

In addition to making positive lifestyle
changes, you can reduce your anxiety
levels by challenging the irrational beliefs,
pessimistic attitudes, and rigid mental habits
that trigger and sustain worry.

When to seek professional help for anxiety

While self-help coping strategies for anxiety
can be very effective, if your worries and
fears have become so great that they're
causing extreme distress or disrupting
your daily routine, it is important to seek
professional help.

If you're experiencing a lot of physical anxiety
symptoms, you should start by getting a
medical checkup. Your doctor can check to
make sure that your anxiety isn't caused by a
medical condition, such as a thyroid problem,
hypoglycemia, or asthma. Since certain
drugs and supplements can cause anxiety,
your doctor will also want to know about any
prescriptions, over-the-counter medications,
herbal remedies, and recreational drugs
you're taking.

If your physician rules out a medical cause,
the next step is to consult with a therapist
who has experience treating anxiety
disorders. The therapist will work with you to
determine the cause and type of your anxiety
disorder and devise a course of treatment.

Finding an anxiety disorder treatment
provider
Anxiety Disorders Association of America’s
searchable directory of mental health
providers.

Here are a few ways to find a qualified

professional who treats anxiety problems:

e Search online at the anxiety disorder
website listed to the right

e Ask a doctor, nurse, or school counselor
for a referral.

e Call local hospitals, counseling centers,
or mental health clinics.

e Contact the psychology department of a
local college or university.

Anxiety treatment options

Anxiety disorders respond very well to
treatment—and often in a relatively short
amount of time. The specific treatment
approach depends on the type of anxiety
disorder and its severity. But in general, most
anxiety disorders are treated with behavioral
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therapy, medication, or some combination
of the two. New research has also revealed
a number of beneficial complementary

treatments for anxiety.

Behavioral therapy for anxiety disorders
Cognitive-behavioral therapy and exposure
therapy are two effective anxiety disorder
treatments. Both are types of behavioral
therapy, meaning they focus on behavior
rather than on underlying psychological
conflicts or issues from the past. Behavioral
therapy for anxiety usually takes between 5
and 20 weekly sessions.

Cognitive-behavior therapy

As the name suggests, cognitive-
behavioral therapy focuses on thoughts—or
cognitions—in addition to behaviors. When
used in anxiety disorder treatment, cognitive-
behavioral therapy helps you identify and
challenge the negative thinking patterns and
irrational beliefs that are fueling your anxiety.

Exposure therapy

In exposure therapy for anxiety disorder
treatment, you confront your fears in a safe,
controlled environment. Through repeated
exposures, either in your imagination or in
reality, to the feared object or situation, you
gain a greater sense of control. As you face
your fear without being harmed, your anxiety
gradually diminishes.

Medication for anxiety disorders

A variety of medications, including
benzodiazepines and antidepressants, are
used in the treatment of anxiety disorders.
But medication is most effective when
combined with behavioral therapy. When
compared to those who use medication
alone, anxiety sufferers treated with both
therapy and medication benefit from a
greater reduction in symptoms and a lower
risk of relapse.

Is medication right for you?

Anxiety medications can be habit forming
and cause unwanted side effects, so be
sure to research your options. It's important
to weigh the benefits and risks so you can
make an informed decision about whether
medication is the right treatment approach
for you.

For certain types of anxiety disorders like
phobias or social anxiety disorder, medication
may only be needed from time to time,
such as right before boarding an airplane or
performing at a recital.

anxiety disorders, such as
obsessive-compulsive disorder and
generalized anxiety disorder, medication
may be necessary for a longer period of
treatment.

For other

Medication may also be used in the short-
term to relieve severe anxiety symptoms so
that other forms of therapy can be pursued.

Complementary treatments for
disorders

Several new anxiety treatments are showing
promise as complements to both therapy and
medication. In mild anxiety disorder cases,
these treatments may provide sufficient

anxiety
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relief on their own. 3. Jansson T, Powell TL (2007) Role of the placenta
in fetal programming: underlying mechanisms
E . and potential interventional approaches. Clin Sci
xercise _ (Lond) 113: 1-13.
Exercise is a natural stress buster and anxiety
reliever. Research shows that as little as 30 4. Fowden AL, Forhead AJ, Coan PM, Burton
minutes of exercise three to five times a GJ (2008) The placenta and intrauterine
. T . : programming. J Neuroendocrinol 20: 439-450.
Wee_k can prowdg S|gn|flcanft_ am_(letfy relief. To Baptiste-Roberts K, Salafia CM, Nicholson WK,
achieve the maximum be_ne it, aim for at least Duggan A, Wang NY. et al. (2008) Maternal risk
an hour of aerobic exercise on most days. factors for abnormal placental growth: the national
collaborative perinatal project. BMC Pregnancy
Relaxation techniques Childbirth .
When_ practiced _regularly, rele_axapon 5. Hansen D, Lou HC, Olsen J (2000) Serious life
techniques such as mindfulness meditation, events and congenital malformations: a national
progressive muscle relaxation, controlled study with complete follow-up. Lancet 356: 875-
breathing, and visualization can reduce 880
anxiety a_nd mcrease_feellngs of relaxation 6. Sondergaard C, Olsen J, Friis-Hasche E, Dirdal
and emotional well-being. M, Thrane N, et al. (2003) Psychosocial distress
during pregnancy and the risk of infantile colic:
Biofeedback a follow-up study. Acta Paediatr 92: 811-816.
Using sensors that measure specific Wadhwa PD, Sandman CA, Porto M, Dunkel-
hvsiological functions—such as heart rate Schetter C, Garite TJ (1993) The association
P ySIO_ 9 i ) ' between prenatal stress and infant birth weight
breathing, and muscle tension—biofeedback and gestational age at birth: a prospective
teaches you to recognize the body’s anxiety investigation. Am J Obstet Gynecol 169: 858-865
response and learn how to control them
using relaxation techniques. 7. Pacak K, Palkovits M (2001) Stressor specificity
] of central neuroendocrine responses: implications
HyPHOSIS for stress-related disorders. Endocr Rev 22: 502—
Hypnosis is sometimes used in combination 548
with cognitive-behavioral therapy for anxiety. _ _ o
While vou're in a state of deep relaxation 8. Richardson HN, Zorrilla EP, Mandyam CD, Rivier
Y ) - P - CL (2006) Exposure to repetitive versus varied
the hypnotherapist uses different therapeutic stress during prenatal development generates two
techniques to help you face your fears and distinct anxiogenic and neuroendocrine profiles in
look at them in new ways. adulthood. Endocrinology 147: 2506-2517
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