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Chapter 1: Understanding Anxiety and Anxiety Disorders
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We live in a busy and increasingly stressful world. The pace and complexity of modern life is such that we often over-commit and over-extend ourselves. The competitive and consumerist world in which we live spares no one. To cope with the increasing pressure, you have to constantly be on your toes. One rarely has time to stop and think about one's feelings or moods–instead, we just push on. Some cope better than others, and those of us who are prone to anxiety often struggle. In some countries, up to 30% of the population is struggling with anxiety disorders. Even school children are not spared. 

This chapter will show you how to recognize anxiety, why so many people suffer from it, and what kinds of anxiety disorders can have a negative impact on your life.
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What is Anxiety?
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Those who live with anxiety know how challenging their condition can be, not only for themselves, but also for their families, friends, and colleagues.

The American Psychological Association defines anxiety as having feelings of tension and worry accompanied by physical problems, such as high blood pressure. Anxiety can take many forms, can have a variety of symptoms, and can be triggered by almost anything. It usually manifests as irrational fear, panic attacks, restlessness, the inability to let go of worry, insomnia, and difficulty concentrating.

Feeling uneasy about a meeting with your boss or a conflict with a family member is completely normal, however, when you cannot let go of those nervous or worrisome feelings that tend to take over your thoughts and feelings, you're dealing with anxiety outside of the norm. It might also indicate an anxiety disorder that needs attention and treatment.

The trouble with this kind of anxiety is that it changes brain chemistry in a way that affects your thinking process. Although anxiety attacks are usually a response to an outside trigger, many people actually make themselves anxious with “negative self-talk”—the habit of always thinking of the worst-case scenario.  

When anxiety changes your brain chemistry, it creates negative thinking, which, in turn, reduces your ability to think positively. This, in turn, makes it harder to control an anxiety attack. It is this vicious circle that makes anxiety a complex condition to understand.
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Why Is Anxiety So Common?
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Anxiety disorders are the most common types of mental illness in the United States. The National Institute of Mental Health reports that 40 million American adults suffer from anxiety. This may lead you to wonder why it happens so frequently, especially if you are someone who suffers from it. 

Lifestyle and behavioral choices are the major reasons behind anxiety being so common. People are working more and trying to balance increasingly important things, such as relationships, careers, raising children, and caring for aging parents. Elevated levels of stress can often lead to anxiety. The number of people who experience depression can also explain why anxiety is so common. Nearly half of the people with a diagnosis of depression are diagnosed as having an anxiety disorder as well.

Anxiety is common because people aren't taking very good care of themselves. They lack the tools and resources to have a positive and productive quality of life that leads to balance, peace, and joy. Recognizing your anxiety and dedicating yourself to treating it will ensure you heal quickly and find a successful path for moving on with your life.
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Types of Anxiety Disorder
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Anxiety disorders occur when normal anxiety does not go away. There are three major types of anxiety disorders that most people deal with: panic disorder, general anxiety disorder, and social anxiety disorder. 

Panic disorder occurs when you have a sudden and overwhelming feeling of fear that lasts for several minutes. These panic attacks will often strike, even when there isn't any immediate danger. You feel like you're losing control and that something very bad is about to happen to you or the people you love. It can prevent you from living a normal life, going to work, enjoying your hobbies, or socializing with friends. Panic attacks tend to happen without warning. 

General anxiety disorder causes you to worry excessively about things that may be outside of your control. For example, everyone has money worries from time to time, however, someone with general anxiety disorder allows those worries to spin out of control, leading to extreme fears like homelessness, illness, and other catastrophes. It's hard to complete normal tasks because there is always the preoccupation that things may go wrong. 

Social anxiety disorder is anxiety that turns into social phobia. People who suffer from this disorder may find they cannot go to school or to work, or they may fear running general errands, such as when grocery shopping. The fear of being judged, laughed at, or humiliated is debilitating to the point where carrying out common tasks becomes impossible. 
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How Anxiety Affects Your Physical Health
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The trouble with anxiety is that even when you know the fear or worry you experience is irrational, you can still go into panic mode. Anxiety disorders can affect your physical health in many ways.

	Chronic worrying interferes with your sleep pattern.

	Excessive worrying can easily effect one's appetite, causing your to either overeat,  or not eat enough.

	Anxiety is known to be bad for one's energy levels, making one feel constantly “drained.”

	Many people who smoke or drink excessively say they do so in order to reduce the tension created by constant worrying. As a result, many chronically anxious people are drug or alcohol abusers.
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How Anxiety Affects Your Relationships
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Something people often forget is that when you have a problem, those around you do, as well. If you suffer from anxiety attacks and mood swings, your family or friends may have to change their plans to fit your whims. You may even lose a few friends who don't realize you have a problem and think you're just being temperamental. 

Until a friend told me of her anxiety disorder and how severe it sometimes gets, I thought she was just someone who was used to getting her way. After she opened up and told me about it, I remembered all of the times she'd made me angry for changing plans at the last minute, suddenly refusing to go somewhere, or insisting we didn't do something upon which we'd previously agreed. I suddenly realized with how much agony she'd been living with for years. 

If you don't feel like telling others about your condition, it's okay, but if those closest to you understand what you're going through, they'll be more sympathetic and willing to help. The worst thing you can do is to isolate yourself from the world. You are much more likely to be judged and misunderstood if you try to deal with this problem on your own.

Anxiety is a very common problem. If you feel anxious once in a while, it's nothing to worry about. Recovering from that anxiety ensures that you are healthy and emotionally stable. If you find you cannot recover and your anxiety has completely taken over your life, it's important to seek help and get the treatment you need, so your mental health does not continue to get worse.
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