
 

Americans are more anxious than before
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Americans are becoming more anxious about their safety, health,
finances, politics and relationships, a new online poll from the American
Psychiatric Association finds. Compared to the results of a similar poll a
year earlier, 39 percent of adults in the U.S. are more anxious today than
they were a year ago.

As a psychiatrist and neuroscientist, I believe studies and polls like these
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help to identify individual and group vulnerabilities. They may provide
clues for providing better clinical practice, implementing more effective
public policies, and designing research projects that yield a better
understanding of the causes of anxiety and better treatments.

Although anxiety is rising across all age groups and demographic
categories, there are notable distinctions between certain groups.

For example, millennials are more anxious (especially about finances)
than Gen-Xers or baby boomers – though boomers' overall anxiety
increased more than the other age groups. Women reported a greater
increase in overall anxiety in all dimensions than men, and non-
Caucasians' overall anxiety rose faster in the preceding year than did
Caucasians. Sometimes, anxiety occurs without clearly defined worries
or awareness, suggesting the poll may have only captured part of a rise in
adult Americans' anxiety levels – and those adults' anxiety may be
affecting children and teenagers too.

While this poll was not designed to detect or diagnose anxiety disorders
or pathological anxiety, it does indicate that people are perceiving
greater potential danger to many elements of their well-being.
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Anxiety is a lower-grade version of a fear response. Severe instances of
fear – such as actual direct threats of pain, injury or death – can cause
very real physical reactions, including a release of stress hormones into
the bloodstream and changes in heart rate and blood pressure, as the
body prepares to react rapidly.

Anxiety-triggered physiological responses are slower to develop, but can
last longer. Rather than being caused by an immediate threat, it can
happen as people adapt to changing situations, such as visiting new
countries, starting a different job or experiencing major life transitions
such as marriage, parenthood and aging. Often, anxiety dissipates as a
person becomes more familiar with the new situation. Short-term and
mild-to-moderate anxiety states are adaptive as they increase our
alertness and prepare us for new challenges.
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Although our genetic makeup controls much of our fear and anxiety
responses, recent studies also implicate our social environment. Children
are especially sensitive to their caretakers' emotional states, which means
that if more adults are more anxious, the same is true for kids.

But if it lasts, anxiety, like fear, can bring long-lasting physiological
changes such as prolonged muscle tension, chronic high blood pressure
and sleep disorders. Some groups may be particularly vulnerable to long-
term anxiety, such as people with physical or cognitive limitations that
make it hard to adapt to new situations.

For others, worrying can become so overwhelming that a person does not
focus on other important areas of life issues such as work, school or
relationships. An especially anxious person may become excessively
sensitive to minor concerns, which may be manifested by overreacting or
avoiding people or situations that are not dangerous.

Although regular exercise, relaxation, healthy eating and time with
friends and family are all known to reduce anxiety, these fixes may not
be sufficient. To quote Martin Luther King Jr., given the social nature of
anxiety, "We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a
single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all
indirectly." This suggests that addressing actual threats and
communicating carefully about perceived ones can have a beneficial
impact on anxious Americans.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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