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ANXIETY DISORDER

OVERVIEW

Iliness anxiety disorder, sometimes called You may experience extreme anxiety
hypochondriasis or health anxiety, is worrying that body sensations, such as muscle
excessively that you are or may become twitching or fatigue, are associated
seriously ill. You may have no physical with a specific, serious illness. This
symptoms. Or youmay believe thatnormal body excessive anxiety — rather than the
sensations or minor symptoms are signs of physical symptom itself — results in
severe illness, even though a thorough medical severe distress that can disrupt your
examdoesn'treveal a serious medical condition. life.

SYMPTOMS

Symptoms of illness anxiety disorder involve preoccupation with the idea that you're seriously ill, based on
normal body sensations (such as a noisy stomach) or minor signs (such as a minor rash). Signs and symptoms
may include:

m Being preoccupied with having or getting a serious disease or health condition

B Worrying that minor symptoms or body sensations mean you have a serious illness

B Being easily alarmed about your health status

®m  Finding little or no reassurance from doctor visits or negative test results

B Worrying excessively about a specific medical condition or your risk of developing a medical condition
because it runs in your family

B Having so much distress about possible illnesses that it's hard for you to function
B Repeatedly checking your body for signs of illness or disease

B Frequently making medical appointments for reassurance — or avoiding medical care for fear of being
diagnosed with a serious illness

®m  Avoiding people, places or activities for fear of health risks

®m Constantly talking about your health and possible illnesses

B Frequently searching the internet for causes of symptoms or possible illnesses -
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important to be evaluated by your primary care provider.
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CAUSES

®m  Beliefs. You may have a difficult time tolerating uncertainty over uncomfortable or unusual body sensations.
This could lead you to misinterpret that all body sensations are serious, so you search for evidence to confirm
thatyouhave aserious disease.

®  Family. You may be more likely to have health anxiety if you had parents who worried too much about their
own health or your health.

B Pastexperience. Youmay have had experience with serious illness in childhood, so physical sensations may be
frightening toyou.

RISK FACTORS

Atime of major life stress

Threat of aseriousillness that turns out not to be serious

History of abuse as a child

Aserious childhoodillness or a parent with aseriousillness
Personality traits, such as having atendency toward being a worrier
Excessive health-relatedinternet use

COMPLICATIONS

Illness anxiety disorder may be associated with:

Relationship or family problems because excessive worrying can frustrate others
Work-related performance problems or excessive absences

Problems functioningin daily life, possibly evenresulting in disability

Financial problems due to excessive health care visits and medical bills

Having another mental health disorder, such as somatic symptom disorder,
otheranxiety disorders, depression or a personality disorder




PREVENTION

Little is known about
how to prevent
iliness anxiety
disorder, but
these suggestions
may help.
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DIAGNOSIS

To determine a diagnosis, you'll likely have a physical exam and any tests your primary care provider
recommends. Your provider can help determine if you have any medical conditions that require treatment and
setlimits onlab testing,imaging andreferrals to specialists.

Your primary care provider may also refer you to a mental health professional. He or she may:

®  Conduct a psychological evaluation to talk about your symptoms, stressful situations, family history, fears or
concerns, and ways that your anxiety is negatively affecting your life

®  Haveyoufill outapsychological self-assessment or questionnaire




TREATMENT

The goal of treatment is to help you manage anxiety about your
health and improve your ability to function in daily life.
Psychotherapy — also called talk therapy — can be helpful for
illness anxiety disorder. Sometimes medications may be added.

PSYCHOTHERAPY

Because physical sensations can be related to emotional distress and health anxiety, psychotherapy —
particularly cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) — can be an effective treatment. CBT helps you learn skills to
manage illness anxiety disorder and find different ways to manage your worries other than excessive medical
testing oravoidance of medical care.

CBT canhelpyou:

Identify your fears and beliefs about having a serious medical disease

Learn alternate ways to view your body sensations by working to change unhelpful thoughts

Become more aware of how your worries affect you and your behavior

Change the way yourespondto your body sensations and symptoms

Learnskills to cope with and tolerate anxiety and stress

Reduce avoidance of situations and activities due to physical sensations

Reduce behaviors of frequently checking your body for signs of illness and repeatedly
seeking reassurance

Improve daily functioning at home, at work, inrelationships andin social situations
m Addressother mental health disorders, such as depression
B Othertherapiessuchas behavioral stress management and exposure therapy also may be helpful.

MEDICATIONS

Antidepressants, such as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors
(SSRIs), may help treat illness anxiety disorder. Medications to treat
mood or anxiety disorders, if present, also may help.

Talk with your doctor about medication options and the possible side
effectsandrisks.
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B Work with your provider. Work with your primary care provider or mental health
professional to determine a regular schedule for visits to discuss your concerns
and build a trusting relationship. Discuss setting reasonable limits on tests,
evaluations and specialist referrals. Avoid seeking advice from multiple doctors or
emergency room visits that can make your care harder to coordinate and may
subjectyoutoduplicate testing.

B Practice stress management and relaxation techniques. Learning stress management and
relaxation methods, such as progressive muscle relaxation, may help reduce anxiety.

B Getphysically active. A graduated activity program may have a calming effect on your mood,
reduce youranxiety and help improve your physical functioning.

B Participate in activities. Staying involved in your work, as well as social and family activities,
can provide youwith support.

B Avoid alcohol and recreational drugs. Substance use can make your care more difficult. Talk
to your primary care provider if you need help quitting.

B Avoid searching the internet for possible diseases. The vast amount of health information
that may or may not be related to your situation can cause confusion and anxiety. If you have
symptoms that concern you, talk to your primary care provider at your next scheduled
appointment.
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