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Types of Anxiety 
 

We all use the word “anxiety” from time to time to describe how we are feeling, even 

sometimes about positive things – “I’m anxious to see you!” 

Also, some level of anxiety may be helpful in teaching us to avoid things that are 

harmful or to help us mobilize our own energy to face a challenge 

 

There are two broad types of anxiety that are problems for us: 

1. Specific Fears or Anxieties: Some people know they have anxiety about 

something that is very specific – perhaps a fear of spiders or public speaking or 

of meeting new people.  Sometimes these are called “phobias.” 

2. Generalized Anxiety: Others may have quite generalized anxiety, anxiety they 

seem to feel much of the time and without reference to any challenge or threat.  

Some may be diagnosed as having “generalized anxiety disorder.” 

 

General Strategies 
There are two general approaches to dealing with anxiety 

• The first is to reduce the anxiety itself.  This can be by relaxation, or meditation, 

or sometimes by medications. 

• The second is to unlearn the anxiety through gradual exposure to the situations 

that have made us anxious until they no longer have that impact 
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o This is somewhat like vaccination such as against the Coronavirus: we get 

a little of something like the virus as a way of building resistance to the 

virus itself 

 

Reducing Anxiety 

As mentioned, there are several ways to reduce anxiety directly.  These include: 

• Daily Meditation – this can be fairly brief, about 15 minutes, or longer. 

• Yoga or other relaxing exercise 

• Relaxing activities – This may include activities like woodworking, knitting, or, for 

some people, cooking, or hobbies like painting 

• Journaling – Writing down our thoughts about events of the day can, over time, 

help us gain perspective or distance on things that we find stressful 

• Deep muscle relaxation – Relax each of our muscle groups – hands to head to 

chest to legs to toes – to achieve a very deep relaxation 

Relaxation as a Tool: 

• We can learn to relax in preparation for or during stressful situations. 

• We can do this by recalling the feelings of meditation or yoga, the insights of 

journaling, or the feelings of peace from favorite activities. 

• If we get good a deep muscle relaxation, we can apply it on the spot. 

 

Unlearning Anxiety 

• As with vaccines, a little bit of the situation that makes us anxious can be 

tolerated and build up our resistance so that we may gradually tolerate more 

• If we are afraid of bridges, we can drive toward a bridge and stop as soon as we 

begin to feel anxious.   

• Gradually, we can get closer and closer until we are able to cross the bridge 

• The key here is “gradually” – we want to keep the anxiety very mild so we don’t 

provoke a full blown bout of anxiety 

• We can practice this in our imagination as well as in “real life.” 

• We can also help this along by imagining gradually approaching what we fear at 

the end of a yoga session, while deeply relaxed, during a meditation, or perhaps 

after some relaxing activity. 

 

General Anxiety 

• Oftentimes people feel they are “anxious all the time,” not in response to any 

particular stressor or situation. 

• In many cases, looking more carefully will identify a theme to their anxiety, such 

as being criticized or disrespected or when left alone. 

• Identifying the triggers of the anxiety can make it easier to focus on them and go 

through the steps of unlearning anxiety as described in the previous panel. 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
http://sph.unc.edu/osherc/osherc


Carolina PROSPER 

PROSPER@unc.edu  |  sph.unc.edu/osherc/osherc  3  

• For some, however, anxiety is quite general, not tied to any situation or trigger. 

• In such cases, practicing one or two of the methods for reducing anxiety will often 

reduce anxiety throughout the day. 

• This can “grow on itself” as the more we experience benefits across the day, we 

become more confident of being able to handle things and the confidence 

increases our calm. 

 

Medication to Reduce Anxiety 

• There are a variety of medications that can be prescribed by your primary care 

provider or a psychiatric specialist to manage anxiety. 

• Teachers, musicians, actors, or others who frequently experience performance 

anxiety may find “anxiolytics” – anxiety reducers – quite helpful. 

• Many of these medications are used on an ongoing basis, although there can be 

some concern about their being habit forming. 

• In most cases, the anxiety medication will mask or reduce the anxiety but will not 

change the reasons that the individual becomes anxious 

• So the individual can have a choice, whether to work to unlearn an anxiety or to 

be able to take a pill to reduce anxiety.  There are clearly pros and cons on both 

sides. 

 

Summary and Next Steps 
  Practice 

• Whether its meditation, yoga, or deep muscle relaxation, regular practice will 

greatly increase the benefits you receive. 

• Whatever you try, won’t work perfectly the first time 

• Be prepared to review your progress and how things go and then improve your 

plan 

• We sometimes expect that, now that I see what I’m doing wrong, the solution 

should be automatic 

• All psychological changes – whether thoughts, feelings, or actions – require 

practice. 

• It’s like learning to ride a bicycle – skinning our knees is just part of the process 

 

If it doesn’t seem to be working, you’re not getting where you want to be, you might 

want to consider seeing a counselor.  Your primary care provider or your worksite 

EAP may help.  Check out also the resources at the end of this module. 

You might especially seek a counselor or therapist who is trained in systematic 

desensitization or other cognitive behavior therapy approaches to anxieties and 

phobias.  

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 
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