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 Understanding Anxiety

Anxiety is a natural response to a stressful or dangerous situation. When we face danger the body reacts 

by causing the heart to beat faster, the palms to sweat, and the mind to race. These are normal, healthy 

responses to stress and fear. However, some people become preoccupied with fear and worry, even when a 

threat is gone or not real, and the intense feelings of anxiety continue.

Anxiety Has Many Faces

Anxiety affects the body, mind, emotions and behaviours:

• Effects on the body can include a pounding heart, sweaty hands, headaches, muscle tension, shortness 

of breath, indigestion, nausea, and/or diarrhea.

• Effects on the mind can include an inability to concentrate, remember and process information, including 

at work. It is easy for managers to mistake these symptoms as performance issues or a lack of motivation 

rather than the by-product of high anxiety.

• Effects on emotions can be strong. Anxiety is often linked to low mood and/or irritability.

• Effects on behaviours can vary from person to person. When some people are anxious, they are more 

likely to lose their temper or become impatient with their fellow workers. This can lead to damaging 

conflicts in the workplace. But not everyone reacts in this way; others may become socially withdrawn or 

less likely to take risks and try new things. Performance can often be affected, including errors, missed 

deadlines, or avoiding certain tasks or situations. An anxious worker may be hidden in a seemingly high-

performer, too, such as the person who engages in endless checking of their and others’ work, or who 

works longer hours to achieve a standard they’ve set for themselves. Some people with anxiety also seek 

constant reassurance from people close to them.

Anxiety-Reduction Tips

• Acknowledge your feelings and those of people around you.

• Talk to people you feel close to about your worries.
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• Remember that your feelings may vary from day to day and may be different from the feelings and 

thoughts of those around you.

• Maintain family and work routines as much as you can.

• Try to stay as active as possible; even moderate exercise can reduce stress and anxiety.

• Remind yourself that feelings of anxiety will pass and cannot harm you.

• Focus on factual information and how you can take some control of your health.

• Try not to avoid the things that make you anxious; it just keeps the problem going. Try and mentally 

rehearse being in the situation and then take small steps to doing it.

• Remember that anxiety (like anger, too) is usually a sign we need to address a problem. Learn and practice 

structured problem-solving skills.

• Reduce or eliminate unhealthy habits such as smoking and/or over-consumption of alcohol.

• Reduce or eliminate caffeine as this can make anxiety worse.

• Write down your thoughts in a journal. Seeing them in front of you can take away some of their power 

and help you see the ones that are irrational. Try and notice over time the things that make your thoughts 

worse or better.

• If you worry a lot, try and schedule a small chunk of time each day to worry or work on a problem, but 

don’t do it before the allotted time.

• Treat yourself to some meaningful “time out” every day: a long bath, a walk in the park, a meal with a 

friend, or time alone with your partner.

• Learn a relaxation technique that works for you and use it throughout the day and especially just before 

and during stressful activities

• Indulge in a meaningful activity that has helped you relax in other stressful situations.

Where Can I Get Help?

Anyone can have a mild problem with anxiety, but persistent anxiety that interferes with your work and your 

life may be a sign of an anxiety disorder—and it’s important to get professional help. If you or a loved one 

appears to be suffering from an anxiety disorder, you should contact your family doctor. Anxiety BC provides 

information about their available programs aimed at reducing excessive anxiety. Contact Here to Help BC  for 
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more information on anxiety disorders and self-test screening.

Note: The information provided is for educational purposes only. It is not intended to be a substitute for 

appropriate professional medical advice from your physician or health-care provider.
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