Anxiety disorders
Summary
Anxiety disorders can be successfully treated.
Panic attacks are a common symptom of anxiety disorders.
Untreated anxiety disorders can have serious effects on a person’s life and relationships.

Anxiety disorders are a group of mental health problems. They include generalised anxiety disorders, social
phobias, specific phobias (for example, agoraphobia and claustrophobia), panic disorders, obsessive compulsive
disorder (OCD) and post traumatic stress disorder. Untreated, anxiety disorders can lead to depression.
Anxiety disorders are common mental health problems that affect many people. Approximately 25 per cent of the
population have an anxiety disorder that warrants treatment at some time in their life and up to another 25 per cent
have less severe anxieties such as fears of spider and snakes.

Not all anxiety is a disorder
Everyone experiences anxiety and fear at times; they are normal and helpful human emotions that help us deal with
danger. However, some people experience excessive and irrational anxiety, and worries that become ongoing and
distressing and that interfere with their daily lives. This may indicate an anxiety disorder. Often there appears to be
no obvious or logical reason for the way the person feels. This may make an anxiety disorder even more worrying
to the sufferer.

Symptoms of anxiety disorders
The main features of an anxiety disorder are fears or thoughts that are chronic (constant) and distressing and that
interfere with daily living. Other symptoms of an anxiety disorder may include:
Panic or anxiety attacks or a fear of these attacks
Physical anxiety reactions – for example trembling, sweating, faintness, rapid heartbeat, difficulties breathing
or nausea
Avoidance behaviour – a person may go to extreme lengths to avoid a situation that they think could bring on
anxiety or panic.

Panic attacks are a common symptom
A panic attack is a sudden feeling of intense terror that may occur in certain situations or for no apparent reason. A
panic attack does not mean a person is necessarily suffering an anxiety disorder. However, a panic attack is a
common feature of each type of anxiety disorder. Symptoms of a panic attack may include:
Shortness of breath
Dizziness
Rapid heartbeat
Choking
Nausea.
The cause of panic attacks is unknown but they may be related to a chemical response in the brain, caused by
actual threatening or stressful events or by thinking about stressful events. The brain response leads to
physiological changes in the body, such as shallow breathing and rapid heartbeat.
Panic attacks can be frightening. Some people say they feel like they are going to die or go crazy. People affected
by panic attacks may avoid situations in which they think attacks might occur. In some cases, this may lead to the
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development of other anxiety disorders including agoraphobia.

Types of anxiety disorders
Anxiety becomes a disorder when it is irrational, excessive, too persistent and attached to situations that do not
warrant it and when it interferes with the person’s daily life. Anxiety disorders include:
Generalised anxiety disorder
Social phobias – fear of social situations
Specific phobias – for example a fear of open spaces (agoraphobia) or enclosed spaces (claustrophobia)
Panic disorders – frequent and debilitating panic attacks
Obsessive compulsive disorder
Post traumatic stress disorder.

Generalised anxiety disorder
Generalised anxiety is excessive anxiety and worry about common issues. The focus of the anxiety might be family
or friends, health, work, money or forgetting important appointments. A person may be diagnosed with a
generalised anxiety disorder if:
The anxiety and worry has been present most days over a six-month period
The person finds it difficult to control their anxiety.

Social phobias
People with social phobia are afraid of being negatively judged or evaluated by others. This leads to fear of doing
something that may humiliate them in public – for example public speaking, using public toilets, eating and drinking
in public, writing in public, or any social encounters such as parties or workplaces.
Some social phobia sufferers may only fear one type of situation. Others may be concerned about several types of
situations. This can lead them to avoid the feared situations, which can lead to severe isolation.

Specific phobias
A person with a specific phobia has a persistent and irrational fear of a particular object or situation. They may
fear animals, places or people. Fear of the object or situation is so severe that a person may experience physical
symptoms and panic attacks. Fears may include dogs, blood, storms, spiders or other objects or situations but, in
all cases, the anxiety is both excessive and interfering.
The adult phobia sufferer usually knows that their fear is excessive or unreasonable. However, their need to avoid
the object, place or person can significantly restrict their life.

Panic disorders
Panic or anxiety attacks are common. Panic disorders are less common; they affect about two per cent of the
population. For a person to be diagnosed with a panic disorder, they would usually have had at least four panic
attacks each month over an extended period of time. Often panic attacks may not be related to a situation but
come on spontaneously.
Panic disorder may be diagnosed if panic attacks are frequent and if there is a strong and persistent fear of
another attack occurring.

Obsessive compulsive disorder
People with obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) have intrusive, unwanted and involuntary thoughts or impulses
(obsessions). They also feel compelled to perform behavioural and mental rituals (compulsions) such as excessive
handwashing, showering or checking. They are usually aware of the irrational and excessive nature of their
behaviour.
Post-traumatic stress disorder
Post traumatic stress disorder develops after someone is exposed to an extremely traumatic event. The event may
be recent, such as a car accident or physical assault, or it may have occurred in the past, such as childhood sexual
assault.
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Reactions of grief, shock and anger are normal after traumatic events. However, people with post traumatic stress
disorder experience severe, prolonged and intrusive reactions that dramatically affect their daily life. These may
include intrusive thoughts or images of the traumatic situation that are as distressing, or more distressing, than the
original event. Often people begin to avoid reminders of the trauma, including places or similar situations.

Anxiety disorders can have serious effects
An anxiety disorder may lead to social isolation and clinical depression, and can impair a person’s ability to work,
study and do routine activities. It may also hurt relationships with friends, family and colleagues. Depression can be
a serious illness with a high risk of self-harm and suicide.
Recovery is possible with treatment
Recovery from an anxiety disorder is possible with the right treatment and support. Effective treatments for anxiety
disorders may include:
Cognitive behavioural therapy – aims to change patterns of thinking, beliefs and behaviours that may
trigger anxiety. Part of the therapy may involve gradually exposing a person to situations that trigger anxiety:
this is called desensitisation.
Anxiety management and relaxation techniques – for example hypnotherapy, meditation, breathing
exercises and counselling.
Medication – this may include antidepressants and tranquillisers.

Where to get help
Your doctor
Clinical psychologist
Psychiatrist
Your local community health centre
This way up - an online Coping with Stress and an Intro to Mindfulness course developed by the Clinical
Research Unit of Anxiety and Depression (CRUfAD) at St Vincent’s Hospital, Sydney and University of New
South Wales (UNSW) Faculty of Medicine.
ARAFEMI (Association of Relatives and Friends of the Emotionally and Mentally Ill) Tel. (03) 9810 9300
Mental Health Foundation of Australia (Victoria) Tel. (03) 9427 0406
Anxiety Recovery Centre Victoria Tel. (03) 9830 0533 or 1300 ANXIETY (269 438)
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This page has been produced in consultation with and approved by:
Mental Health Foundation of Australia

Content on this website is provided for information purposes only. Information about a therapy, service,
product or treatment does not in any way endorse or support such therapy, service, product or treatment and
is not intended to replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. The information and
materials contained on this website are not intended to constitute a comprehensive guide concerning all
aspects of the therapy, product or treatment described on the website. All users are urged to always seek
advice from a registered health care professional for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions and to
ascertain whether the particular therapy, service, product or treatment described on the website is suitable in
their circumstances. The State of Victoria and the Department of Health & Human Services shall not bear any
liability for reliance by any user on the materials contained on this website.
For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
Copyright © 1999/2019 State of Victoria. Reproduced from the Better Health Channel
(www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au) at no cost with permission of the Victorian Minister for Health. Unauthorised
reproduction and other uses comprised in the copyright are prohibited without permission.
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