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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: 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.”

Types of Anxiety



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

General Strategies



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

These include:

• Daily meditation – this can be fairly brief, about 15 minutes, or it can be 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

– Some do this by, for each muscle group, first tensing, then letting go, and focusing on the difference

Reducing Anxiety



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 at deep muscle 

relaxation, we can apply it on the spot, 

calming ourselves as we enter or room 

or sit down to join a meeting

Reducing Anxiety



• 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

• Another key is practice

– 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.

Unlearning 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.

General Anxiety



• 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.

• It can also create a safety zone, as we can look forward to our daily calming or 

anxiety reducing routines to help us get through the rough patches

General Anxiety



• When the strategies for reducing 

or unlearning anxiety are not 

enough, medications may be 

warranted – Basically, when 

possible, non-medication is first 

choice.

• There are a variety of 

medications that can be 

prescribed by your primary care 

provider or a psychiatric 

specialist to manage anxiety.

Medication to Reduce 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; however, some of these 

medications (e.g., benzodiazepines like “Valium,” “Xanax”) can be 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, there’s a choice: 

Whether to work to unlearn an anxiety or to take a medication to reduce 

anxiety.  There are clearly pros and cons on both sides.

Medication to Reduce Anxiety
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LOW MOOD



• Feeling Blue – Sometimes we can’t see anything going wrong that we’re 

bothered by, but we just feel down about ourselves or the future.  

– We feel we’re not achieving what we want or doing the things we had anticipated would make 

us happy.  

– Our children are fine, our marriage is pretty happy, our work is going well, our health is good, 

but we just feel “is that all there is?”  

• Sometimes, on the other hand, we know what is bothering us.

– There may be specific problems we just can’t get a handle on or make go away, like a nagging 

conflict in the family or with your job.

– Without intending, we’ve stopped doing things that give us pleasure and are having trouble 

reviving them, “getting back in the game.”  

About Low Mood



• Changing Assumptions –Iidentifying and changing the ways in which we think 

about things – a hurtful remark, for example – can help us feel less hurt and feel 

better about things.

• Problem Solving – Sometimes we feel bad because of nagging problems that won’t 

go away – a sore point in our marriage or a chronic disagreement with a teen-age 

child. Learning how to solve such problems can improve our mood.

• Getting and Giving Support – We all need to feel connected to others both through 

the support they give us and through our feeling important to them.  We want a ”two-

way street.”

• Medications – As you know from watching TV, there are many prescription 

medications available for feeling blue or low mood or depression.

Four Strategies to Improve Low Mood



• Sometimes, how we look at things – the half of the glass that’s full or empty – makes a 
big difference in how we feel.

• We see this easily in others, “Why is he so sensitive?”

• It’s harder to see it in ourselves, “Why anyone would be hurt by that!”

• We may carry around one or two assumptions about the world and other people that trip 
us up.

– I should always be treated with respect

– I should always do a good job. 80% is never enough

– Everyone should like me

– I should try my best to fix anything that goes wrong in my relationships / family / work group / fellow 
students / ….

– Others????

• It only takes one or two of these to set us up for frequently feeling disappointed or hurt

Changing Assumptions



• If you seem to keep being bothered by a type of situation – feeling slighted by those you 

care about, feeling criticized or ignored at work, feeling treated badly in public such at 

stores – try keeping records and examining three things:

1. What happened

2. How did you interpret it? Which of those nasty assumptions tripped you up?

3. How did that make you feel? 

Do you see a way that changing #2 might make you feel better?

• If you are having trouble seeing things you can change about how you interpret or 

think about things that bother you, you might try one of these:

– Think of someone you know well who handles things well.  How would they interpret the things that 

bother you so much?

– What would a good friend think about how you are interpreting things?

– Asking a good friend whom you trust to help you with this.

Changing Assumptions



• When you have identified the ways you are interpreting things that make you upset, you 

can then identify how you would rather interpret them:

– Instead of “He’s always critical of my work,” “He picks on everyone, especially when he’s under a lot of 

pressure.”

– Instead of ”If he really loved me, he would never say that,” “He must have been really hurt by what I said.”

• Make a list of the ways you would like to interpret them and then practice (there’s that word 

again!) using those thoughts instead of the ones that make you unhappy:

– Keep records every day if you can of when things bother you and how you react.

– You won’t get it perfect, but you’ll begin to catch yourself and then substitute the interpretations that make 

you feel happier.

Note: What we are calling “Changing Assumptions” is often referred to as “Cognitive Therapy” or 

included as part of “Cognitive Behavior Therapy”

Changing Assumptions, continued



• Sometimes we get to feeling blue or down because there’s a nagging problem we 

just can’t fix or solve.  It may be:

– A conflict with our spouse that just keeps coming between us

– A conflict with our child that adolescence is not making go away

– A problem at work, perhaps with our boss or coworkers

• These problems are not all in your head – sometimes, they are objectively 

someone else’s fault.

• Nevertheless, you are the one who is feeling bad and whom we care about.

• So, let’s see what you can do about it.

Problem Solving



• The key to problem solving: Be Specific

• We can’t solve problems like:

– My boss doesn’t like me

– I’m always procrastinating

– Arguments over my children’s homework

• We need to make them more specific: who, what, where, when, how

– Who: My oldest son who is 16

– What: Working on his homework

– Where: In his room

– When: After dinner on weeknights

– How: He starts off texting friends and never gets to his homework until about 10

Problem Solving, continued



• Next is coming up with possible solutions.

• Here is another key to success: Generating solutions is not the same as 

choosing the best one.

• In generating solutions, you want to be as creative – thinking “out of the box” – as 

you can be.

– Start with something absurd, like going away for a month to avoid recurring arguments after 

dinner.

– That may lead to something you wouldn’t have thought of, like going for a walk after dinner

• Generate as many possible solutions as possible.  Take some time with this and, 

probably, write them down.

• And don’t forget specificity: Make the solutions as specific as possible.

Problem Solving, continued



• Finally, we come to choosing and implementing.

• Choose the solution you think best or with which you are most comfortable.

• Maybe ask a friend to help with this.

• Think through the details:

– Will you do it on your own or involve your spouse/child/coworker/boss, etc.?

– Will you tell others involved what you are trying to do, or just try it?

– What will be hardest for you to do and how can you ensure you’ll do it?

• Then try it.

• It’s pretty likely it won’t work perfectly the first time so be prepared to revise, try 

again, trouble shoot how you are missing, etc.

Problem Solving, continued



• The first step in 

getting and giving 

support is 

connecting with 

others.

Getting and Giving Support



• It takes extra effort as adults:

– Our coworkers may provide a sense of connection, but that can be complicated by demands of 

the job, conflicts, or supervisors that make us feel always needing to be “on our guard”

– Families are a huge source of support for many of us, but there are times when we want 

someone outside the family to help us put things in perspective or make us feel they are just 

on our side

• So, think about who are your friends, whom you can turn to, with whom you enjoy 

doing things.

• You may need to take some initiative in developing some connections, maybe 

through church or other groups, identifying some coworkers with whom you feel 

comfortable getting together outside of work.

Getting and Giving Support



There are two things that get in the way of our getting support

1. Many of us are not comfortable getting support

– This can be because of cultural or other influences:

• Women often feel they need to meet everybody else’s needs before thinking of their own.

• Men often feel they need to be the “rock of Gibraltar.”

– The evidence is clear, however.  Being socially isolated, feeling that you don’t have someone 

you can turn to, is as big a cause of death as smoking cigarettes.

– Humans just do better when they have others with whom they can talk about personal matters 

or call on for a favor.

Challenges in Getting Support



2. People are often not very good at 

realizing what support others 

need or sensitive in supporting 

each other

– We need to be given hints – sometimes 

more than hints – about what others 

need.

– We often overlook the obvious, for 

example, forgetting that someone who 

lost a close relative a couple of months 

ago is probably still going through some 

hard times.

Challenges in Getting Support



• People can’t read our minds

• We need to tell them what support we need

• This may mean letting them know about an issue they wouldn’t notice

– “My partner’s father is going through some really bad health challenges, so I’m sorry if I may 

not be at my best.”

• They may need help in figuring out what would be most helpful to you

– ”I really appreciate your concern, but what I’m finding is that it’s just a relief to me to 

concentrate on the job and not have to think about those other things.”

– “What would really help me is if we could get a cup of coffee together and let me tell you what 

I’m going through.”

• It’s also important to thank others and give them feedback

– “Thanks for asking about my parent’s situation.  I don’t want to be talking about it all the time, 

but your letting me know you are available to talk is really helpful.”

Letting Others Know



• We can’t read others’ minds

• We need to ask them what support would be helpful

– “I can imagine this must be tremendously upsetting to you.  I’m not sure what would be helpful, 

but if I can do anything or if you’d like just to go for a walk or something, just let me know.”

• We need to watch out for others.

– Many will be hesitant to say that they are going through a tough time.

– Keep your eyes and ears open and reach out to folks having problems.

• Don’t be hesitant but don’t make too many assumptions either

– “I know what you are going through is really hard, but I’m not sure how I can be helpful.  Would 

it be helpful to talk or go get lunch together, or just to know that I’m here for you if you need me.  

Please let me know what I can do.”

Giving Support



• It can be really challenging to support a friend or coworker who lost a family 

member

– You don’t need to say anything all that sophisticated, just that you are sorry for the loss and 

hope they and their family are getting through it OK.

– It’s often helpful just to ask about the person who has died, just simple things like how old they 

were, what work or interests were important to them, etc.  However, some may find such 

conversation painful so be prepared to drop it and just reassure them that you are there for 

them.

• Don’t forget the good stuff – congrats on a promotion or particular 

accomplishment or birth of a child, etc.

Giving Support



• As with anxiety, when changing assumptions, problem solving, or other changes 

in daily patterns (e.g., exercise, getting outdoors, or resuming activities that have 

given pleasure in the past) are not enough, medications may be warranted –

Basically, when possible, non-medication is first choice.

• Your family doctor or primary care provider can prescribe medications that may 

help boost your mood.

• Some of these are pretty “tricky” in terms for example of ways you need to be 

careful about your diet or with alcohol, so make sure you understand any 

medication you are prescribed and follow guidelines carefully.

Medications



• There is some controversy about whether mood elevating medications should be 

taken for a long time or not.  You may want to discuss this with your primary care 

provider.

• If medication doesn’t help you much, you might ask to be referred to a psychiatrist 

or for psychotherapy to a clinical psychologist, psychiatric nurse or social worker, 

or other counselor.

• There are also alternatives to prescription medicine you might want to consider, 

such as St. John’s Wort.  Information on these is available on the web such as at: 

https://www.webmd.com/vitamins/condition-1143/depression.

Medications
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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:

– Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour helpline for people dealing with mental 

health issues. (800) 662-HELP (4357)

– 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)

– 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

http://www.openpathcollective.org/
https://go.unc.edu/mhr

