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OVERVIEW
OF HEALTH 
ANXIETY
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Definition of Anxiety
§ “Apprehensive anticipation of future danger 

or misfortune accompanied by feelings of 
worry, distress, and/or somatic symptoms 
of tension. The focus of anticipated danger 
may be internal or external”

American Psychiatric Association, 2013
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Definition of Fear
§ “An emotional response to perceived 

imminent threat or danger associated with 
urges to flee or fight”

American Psychiatric Association, 2013
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Features of Health Anxiety

§ Anxiety over currently having a 
disease

§ Anxiety over developing a disease in 
the future

§ Fear or anxiety when exposed to 
certain triggers

§ Being convinced that one has a 
disease

§ Being preoccupied with illness
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Features of Health Anxiety

§ Misinterpreting bodily symptoms
§ Increased attention to bodily symptoms
§ Excessive checking, reassurance 

seeking, and requests for medical tests
§ Avoidance of anxiety-related triggers 

(e.g., exercise, doctors, talking about 
health)

7

Understanding Health Anxiety

§ Can be focused on oneself or on others
§ Varies with respect to how realistic it is, 

relative to the actual risk or threat
§ Most of us experience health anxiety from 

time to time. Some degree of health anxiety 
is normal 

§ Like other forms of anxiety, health anxiety 
has a purpose – it helps us to survive

§ Health anxiety is only a problem when it’s a 
problem

8

Classifying Health Anxiety

§ Somatic symptom disorder
§ Illness anxiety disorder
§ Panic disorder
§ Obsessive-compulsive disorder
§ Generalized anxiety disorder
§ Anxiety directly caused by a medication 

condition
§ Anxiety over having a medical condition
§ Subclinical health anxiety
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PATHWAYS
TO HEALTH 
ANXIETY
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Pathways to Health Anxiety

§ Stressful life events
§ Learning
§ Thinking
§ Biological factors
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Stress and Anxiety

Examples of Stresses
§ Work or relationship stresses
§ History of trauma (e.g., childhood abuse)
§ Current events in the media
§ Unemployment and poverty
§ Physical health concerns
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Learning and Anxiety

§ Experiencing negative events concerning 
health and illness

§ Being reinforced (or rewarded) for anxiety-
related behaviors (e.g., discussing 
symptoms, avoiding situations, seeking 
reassurance)

§ Learning by watching others (modeling)
§ Learning through information
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Thinking and Anxiety

§ Thoughts, predictions, assumptions and 
beliefs that contribute to anxiety

§ Biases in attention and memory that 
contribute to anxiety
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Biology and Anxiety

§ Genetics
§ Brain function
§ Neurotransmitters
§ Hormones
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STRATEGIES FOR
MANAGING
HEALTH ANXIETY
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Overview of Effective Strategies

§ Cognitive Strategies - changing anxiety-
related beliefs, assumptions, and predictions

§ Exposure - to the feared situations,  
sensations, and mental experiences

§ Preventing Safety Behaviors – for 
example, checking, reassurance seeking, 
medical tests

§ Mindfulness and Acceptance (e.g., 
meditation)
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CHANGING 
ANXIETY-RELATED
THINKING

18



Link Between Thoughts and Emotions

§ Two people are watching an action thriller movie 
on TV.  Both are experiencing an increase in 
heart rate.  One person feels excited and can’t 
wait to see the film again.  The other person feels 
afraid, and turns the movie off before it’s over.

§ They’ve both seen the same film and experienced 
the same physical symptoms – why is it that 
they’ve had such different emotional responses?

19

Common Beliefs in Health Anxiety

Meaning of Bodily Symptoms
§ “I’m healthy only when I don’t have any bodily 

sensations.”
Meaning and Consequences of Illness
§ “If I get sick, I’ll be in great pain and 

suffering.”
View of the Self as Vulnerable
§ “I am more likely to get COVID-19 than 

others.”
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Common Beliefs in Health Anxiety

Beliefs About Doctors and Medical Tests
§ “Doctors don’t know what they are doing.”
Beliefs About Anxiety
§ “My anxiety will kill me if I don’t get it under 

control.”
Benefits of Worry and Reassurance
§ “I need to check my body frequently to catch 

the first signs of illness.”
§ “If I don’t worry, something will go wrong.”
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Examining the Evidence
§ What facts, data, and experiences support my 

beliefs, predictions or interpretation?
§ Are there small things that contradict my 

thoughts that I might be discounting?
§ When I look back on this (a week, month, or year 

from now), will I think about it any differently?
§ If my best friend had this thought, what would I 

tell him or her?
§ If someone who loved me knew I was thinking 

this thought, what would he or she say to me?
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Steps for Examining the Evidence

1. Identify the Anxiety-Related Thought
2. Generate alternative perspectives
3. Evaluate evidence for anxiety-related 

thoughts and alternative perspectives
4. Adopt more balanced, realistic, or 

flexible perspective
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Behavioral Experiments

§ Target Cognition:  If I don’t check out a 
symptom with my physician, I will get sick 
and die.

§ Alternative Perspective:  If I don’t check 
out a symptom with my physician, it will go 
away.

§ Experiment:  ??
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CONFRONTING 
FEARED 
SITUATIONS
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Exposure Therapy

§ One of the most powerful way of 
overcoming fear is to engage in a scary 
activity until it isn’t scary anymore.

§ During COVID-19, practices should always 
be consistent with public health guidelines.
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Types of Exposure

§ Exposure to feared situations and 
objects

§ Exposure to feared thoughts
§ Exposure to feared symptoms

27

Exposure to Feared Situations

§ Watching a television show (drama or 
documentary), movie, or play about someone 
suffering from the feared illness

§ Reading news stories warning about health 
threats (e.g., skin cancer, West Nile)

§ Visiting a local hospital or sitting in a clinic 
waiting room (e.g., patients worried about HIV or 
hepatitis C could go the waiting room at the 
Infectious Diseases Department)

§ Attending funerals or visiting a funeral home or 
cemetery

Abramowitz & Braddock (2008)
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Exposure to Feared Situations

§ Reading the obituary section of the newspaper
§ Writing one’s own obituary
§ Going to the doctor for a check-up, giving 

oneself a breast or testicular exam (for someone 
who avoids such activities for fear of being 
diagnosed with a serious problem)

§ Going into old buildings (possibly associated 
with asbestos)

§ Visiting the place where a friend or family 
member died

Abramowitz & Braddock (2008)
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REDUCTING
SAFETY 
BEHAVIORS
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Safety Behaviors in Health Anxiety

§ Seeking reassurance
§ Checking for symptoms (e.g., feeling throat for 

lumps)
§ Passive avoidance of hospitals, sick people, 

doctor visits, self exams, etc.
§ Rigid adherence to exercise routines or diets
§ Staying close to hospitals
§ Checking urine or stools for unusual color or 

consistency
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Safety Behaviors in Health Anxiety

§ Measuring blood pressure or temperature 
repeatedly

§ Doctor shopping
§ Carrying or taking medication
§ Carrying contact details for family doctor
§ Purchasing expensive equipment (defibrillator, 

stethoscope, blood pressure monitor)
§ Never traveling alone
§ Avoiding certain foods
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Negative Effects of  
Frequent Treatment Seeking

§ Consulting with physicians may lead to increased 
anxiety (physicians may err on the side of caution 
and recommend unnecessary tests, or tests may 
yield false positives)

§ Physicians may stop taking complaints seriously 
and miss important signs of real illness.

§ Treatments for misdiagnosed illnesses may create 
additional symptoms (e.g., side effects from 
medications) and exacerbate the problem.

§ Nocebo effect (exaggerated side effects from 
medications; related to anxiety)
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HEALTH ANXIETY 
AND THE MEDIA
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Media Reports and Health Risks

§ SARS
§ HIV/AIDS
§ Cancer
§ West Nile virus
§ Murder
§ Bioterrorism
§ Plane crashes
§ Heart disease
§ Car crashes
§ Physical inactivity
§ Smoking

Bomlitz & Brezis (2008), Journal of Public Health
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Media Reports and Health Risks

§ Study asked, “what is the relationship between reports 
in the media on a particular threat and actual deaths 
from that threat?”

§ Correlation between (1) number of media reports on a 
given health threat, and (2) the number of deaths (in 
the USA) related to that threat: - 0.93.

§ SARS and bioterrorism killed fewer than a dozen 
Americans in 2003, but generated more than 100,000 
news reports.  Smoking and physical inactivity killed 
over 800,000 people, and each generate many fewer 
reports (under 20,000 combined).

Bomlitz & Brezis (2008), Journal of Public Health
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Risk of Death from Heart Disease

§ According to Statistics Canada, 53,134 
Canadians died of Heart disease in 2018

§ The population of Canada was 37.06 
million in 2018

§ Odds of dying from heart disease in 2018 
in Canada was 1.4 out of 1000.

§ Tripling the rate would bring it up to 4.2 out 
of 1000

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1310039401
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Cyberchondria

§ Survey of 515 individuals’ health-related internet 
search experiences.

§ More than 1/3 reported that searches for medical 
information online made them feel more anxious 
some of the time.

§ 90% of those surveyed reported times when their 
searches escalated from seeking an answer to a 
specific question to researching serious illnesses 
(20% reported that this happened frequently)

White & Horvitz (2008), Microsoft Research
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Tips for Media Consumption

§ Consume less media (including both 
mainstream media and social media)

§ Stick to a small number of reputable 
sources

§ Don’t contribute to the spread of 
misinformation

§ Think critically about what you learn, and 
keep the information in perspective
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Causes of Headache (mayoclinic.org)

42 Causes are Listed, including…
§ Alcohol (especially red wine)
§ Blood clots in the brain
§ Brain aneurism
§ Brain tumor
§ Carbon monoxide poisoning
§ Certain foods (e.g., processed meats)
§ Changes in sleep
§ Poor posture
§ Skipped meals
§ Stress Note – site provides no information about the

base rates of these various causes
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COVID-19 in Canada (as of June 15, 2020)

POPULATION   37,726, 251

TOTAL CASES   98,735

ACTIVE CASES   30,348

RECOVERED CASES   60,241

DEATHS   8146
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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Number of Deaths Per Month

5927 Cancer
4106 Heart Disease
2715 COVID-19 (March 10 – June 15, 2020)
1175 Stroke
905 Lower Respiratory Disease
854 Accidents
577 Diabetes
523 Alzheimer’s Disease
486 Influenza and Pneumonia
324 Suicide
301 Kidney Disease Statistics Canada (2009)
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COVID-19 (cases per 100,000)

Newfoundland: 50

British Columbia:  53

Alberta: 169

Ontario:  219

Quebec:  634

New York City:  2499
As of June 15, 2020

43

MANAGING 
REALISTIC 
HEALTH ANXIETY
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Treatment of Realistic Health Anxiety

§ Follow health guidelines to reduce your risk (e.g., 
during COVID-19, keep a safe distance, wear a mask, 
wash hands, etc.)

§ Treat of medical conditions
§ Change health habits (e.g., exercise, diet, sleep)
§ Stay engaged and active
§ Use problem solving strategies
§ Use relaxation-based strategies
§ Practice mindfulness
§ Consider professional treatment (e.g., psychotherapy, 

medication) to manage anxiety.
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GETTING HELP
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Getting Help

§ For referrals, check out 
http://martinantony.com

§ Check out resources list
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Government Resources on COVID-19 
 
Government of Ontario (COVID-19 Resources) 
 
Government of Canada (COVID-19 Resources) 
 
Resources on COVID-19, Mental Health, and Wellbeing 
 
Anxiety Canada 
 
Anxiety and Depression Association of America 
 
Podcasts on COVID-19 and Mental Health (Ottawa Centre for Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy) 
 
Guide to Coping with Fear and Sadness During COVID-19 
 
Guide to Tolerating Emotions During COVID-19 
 
Resources for Children and Families 
 
Growing Friendships During the Coronavirus Pandemic (for children ages 6 – 9) 
 
Guide to Helping Children and Families Cope with the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
My Hero is You (COVID-19 Story Book) 
Translated into more than 85 languages 
 
Online Mental Health Resources 
 
MindBeacon – Stronger Minds 
 Free for all Canadians 

 
Silver Cloud Stress Management 
 Free (through at least June 15, 2020) 
 Offered in collaboration with Shoppers Drug Mart 
 Access Code – SHOPPERS 

 
This Way Up (Australia) 
 Free COVID-19 Support 

http://covid-19.ontario.ca/
http://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/coronavirus-disease-covid-19.html
http://www.anxietycanada.com/
http://adaa.org/
http://www.buzzsprout.com/811163
http://psychrescue-covid19.com/
http://www.baypsychology.ca/workshops
https://eileenkennedymoore.com/growing-friendships-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
http://www.7-dippity.com/docs/Helping-Children-Cope-with-COVID-19-(7-Dippity-Web-Version).pdf
http://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/my-hero-you
http://www.mindbeacon.com/strongerminds
http://shoppers.silvercloudhealth.com/onboard/shoppers_offer/stress
http://covid19.thiswayup.org.au/


 
Wellness Together Canada (COVID-19 Mental Health Resources) 
 
Wiki Guide to Telepsychology 
 
Sites That Review Mobile Apps for Mental Health and Wellbeing 
 Anxiety and Depression Association of America 
 MindTools 
 PsyberGuide 

 
Recommended Books for Anxiety and Depression 
 
 Addis, M.E., & Martell, C.R. (2004). Overcoming depression one step at a time.  The new behavioral 

activation approach to getting your life back. New Harbinger Publications. 
 Forsyth, J.P., & Eifert, G.H. (2016).  The mindfulness and acceptance workbook for anxiety: A guide 

to breaking free from anxiety, phobias, and worry using acceptance and commitment therapy (2nd 
ed). New Harbinger Publications. 

 Greenberger, D., & Padesky, C.A. (2016).  Mind over mood:  Change how you feel by changing the 
way you think (2nd ed.). Guilford Press. 

 Norton, P.J., & Antony, M.M. (2021). The anti-anxiety program: A workbook of proven strategies to 
overcome worry, panic, and phobias, 2nd ed. Guilford Press. To be published January 2021. 

 Orsillo, S.M., & Roemer, L. (2016).  Worry less, live more: The mindful way through anxiety 
workbook. Guilford Press. 

 Owens, K.M.B., & Antony, M.M.(2011).  Overcoming health anxiety. New Harbinger Publications. 
 Robichaud, M.R., & Buhr, K. (2018). The Worry Workbook: CBT skills to overcome worry and anxiety 

by facing the fear of uncertainty. New Harbinger Publications.  
 Strosahl, K.D., & Robinson, P.J. (2017). The mindfulness & acceptance workbook for depression, 2nd 

ed. New Harbinger Publications. 
 Teasdale, J., Williams, M., & Segal, Z. (2014). The mindful way workbook: An 8-week program to 

free yourself from depression and emotional distress. Guilford Press. 
 
Safety Resources 
 
Crisis Services Canada (suicide hotline) 
 Call 1-833-456-4566 (24/7) 
 Text to 45645 (4:00 pm to midnight, ET) 

 
Canadian Women’s Foundation 
 Violence at Home – Signaling for Help 

 

http://ca.portal.gs/
http://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/Helping_Give_Away_Psychological_Science/Telepsychology_Guide_for_Patients
http://adaa.org/mental-health-apps
http://mindtools.io/
http://psyberguide.org/
http://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/
http://canadianwomen.org/signal-for-help

