
COPING WITH ANXIETY
How to recognize the difference between everyday 
worries and a debilitating anxiety disorder 

Everyone worries—that’s just human, especially when having to cope with 
life-changing disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic. But excessive 
anxiety can affect your quality of life. About one-third of people experience 
some sort of anxiety disorder in their lifetime. Thomas Cardwell, MD, a 
board-certified psychiatrist at Shenandoah Memorial Hospital, sheds light 
on this all-too-common condition—and what can be done about it. 

Q: HOW DOES GENERALIZED ANXIETY DISORDER DIFFER FROM 
EVERYDAY WORRY?
A: Anxiety is part of life. It’s often appropriate to be anxious, and there’s 
an evolutionary reason for that—to motivate us to change a situation that’s 
dangerous. Someone standing on the edge of a cliff taking a selfie should 
experience anxiety since that is nature’s way of alerting us to be careful. 

But you can have too much anxiety. With generalized anxiety disorder, 
someone has more days than not where they’re significantly anxious. Of 
course, it’s possible to have anxiety more days than not if you have a real- 
world problem and are struggling. The question to discuss with your care 

provider is if the anxiety is greater than it should be 
and whether it’s difficult to control the worry. 

Q: HOW DOES GENERALIZED ANXIETY 
DISORDER DIFFER FROM PANIC ATTACKS? 
A: Panic resembles fear. Your fight-or-flight mecha-
nism takes over. If a tiger is chasing you, you’ll have 
what seems like a panic attack, except it’s reasonable. 
When you start having a panic attack in the grocery 
store, for example, that’s a physiologic anxiety over-
load response that’s not appropriate for the situation.

Q: WHEN SHOULD SOMEONE SEEK HELP? 
A: See your primary care provider (PCP) if you’re rest-
less and keyed up, fatigued, have trouble concentrat-
ing, are irritable, have muscle tension, or experience 
sleep disturbance. Basically, when the anxiety impacts 
your life, your work, your relationships, or your 
well-being, it’s time to seek help. Your PCP can sug-
gest concrete things you might do to help reduce your 
anxiousness, or refer you to a specialist if warranted. It 
can also be helpful to talk with a friend, family mem-
ber or someone else in your support system. 

Q: HOW IS ANXIETY TREATED?  
A: Exercise, improved nutrition and meditation may 
help some people. Those who are highly anxious may 
benefit from medications and therapy. Occasionally 
people are hospitalized, but that is infrequent. 

Anxiety robs you of the energy that you could 
apply to something that you enjoy. With medical 
and/or other treatments, people learn how to manage 
their anxiety, and then they can get back to leading a 
full and rewarding life. 

→ The COVID pandemic has caused great un-

certainty, and you may be struggling with health, 

family, financial, social, or other challenges. Visit 

valleyhealthlink.com/behavioralhealth to learn 

about resources available for anxiety and other 

mental health challenges.
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