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One glance at your social media feed and you’re  
anxious. Why are your friends so full of joy — all the  
time? Why are refugee children being separated  
from their parents? Why is your company automating 
its processes? There is no shortage of fodder for worry.

Everyone feels anxious; it’s completely normal. But  
when anxiety becomes persistent and interferes with  
your everyday life, you should consider seeking help.  
This advice applies to many Canadians: according to 
Health Canada, anxiety disorders are the most common  
of all mental health problems, affecting about one in 
every ten of us. 

Symptoms of anxiety disorders can range from the 
pounding heart of a panic attack to the unstoppable  
hand-washing of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). 
But most people with anxiety disorders experience  
intense, irrational fear, and have trouble getting through 
the day because of it. They are usually aware of their 
problem; they simply have trouble managing their 
symptoms and changing their behaviour.

This ebook gives practical tips on managing and treating 
anxiety disorders. Some of the tips pertain to anxiety in 
general; others focus on social anxiety and the anxiety 
faced by pregnant women or new mothers. We’ve 
canvassed some of the University of Calgary’s experts on 
anxiety disorders for insider advice on how to deal with 
this all-too-familiar mental illness. And at the back of this 
ebook, you’ll find links to a variety of useful resources.

Anxiety:  
when to seek help

https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/hc-sc/migration/hc-sc/hl-vs/alt_formats/pacrb-dgapcr/pdf/iyh-vsv/diseases-maladies/anxiety-anxieux-eng.pdf
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Seek treatment

The good news about anxiety disorders is that they  
are highly treatable. “Seeking treatment makes sense,”  
says Dr. Paul Arnold, MD, PhD, an associate professor  
in the departments of Psychiatry and Medical Genetics  
at the Cumming School of Medicine and director of the  
Mathison Centre. Arnold is also a practising psychiatrist, 
treating children with obsessive-compulsive disorder 
(OCD) and anxiety disorders. Arnold says that anxiety 
disorders can be indicators of other mental health issues 
such as depression. “The lines between mental illnesses 
aren’t always as clearly defined as you might think,” he 
says. “Anxiety disorders often overlap with something like 
depression that might require assessment and treatment. 
So it’s doubly important to take action early.”

Tips from the experts

https://cumming.ucalgary.ca/
https://mathison.ucalgary.ca/
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Not all treatment is the same

There are several different forms of anxiety disorders, 
including generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, 
social anxiety disorder and specific phobias. Obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD) and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) are also closely related to anxiety.  
Because there are so many forms of the disorder, 
treatments will vary. “This is why it’s important to  
get professional assessment,” says Arnold. “Once  
health-care practitioners pinpoint the form of anxiety 
disorder, they can target treatment more effectively.” 

Keep a journal

Arnold suggests keeping track of your anxiety-related 
experiences so you can describe them clearly to your 
health-care provider: “Whether you’re just starting out  
by speaking with your family doctor or you’re further  
along in the process, seeing a psychologist or psychiatrist, 
it’s always good to keep track of your day-to-day 
experiences — in a journal, for example.” Arnold says  
that when you’re actually in your health-care provider’s 
office, you may not be feeling anxiety disorder symptoms, 
so it can be harder to describe them in that moment. 

Key advice from Dr. Arnold: on medication fears

“First, I want people to know that we have very effective 
treatments for anxiety disorders, so there’s no need for it  
to interfere with your day-to-day life. But I think one thing  
that holds people back from getting professional help is 
concern about medications. They’re afraid that medication 
will be the only treatment option, or that medication might 
have negative effects. In some situations they may be offered 
medication options, but there are lots of other treatments,  
like cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), that are highly 
effective. And the decisions around treatments are 
collaborative. So when you see a psychologist or psychiatrist 
it’s very much a two-way discussion. Typically I weigh out  
the options for my patients and give them some choices.  
This will involve the parent, if it’s a young child. But it’s up to  
the individual to pursue whatever treatment plan is offered 
to them — or not. So my advice is, don’t let worries about 
medication stand in the way of seeking professional help.”
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Consider cognitive behavioural therapy

One of the most effective anxiety disorder treatments  
for both children and adults is cognitive behavioural 
therapy, or CBT. This treatment is designed to modify 
dysfunctional thoughts, emotions and behaviours.  
It helps you find practical solutions to the problems 
caused by anxiety. CBT helps you recognize thoughts  
that distort your view of a situation. “CBT works well  
for most types of anxiety,” says Dr. Gabrielle Wilcox, 
PsyD, an associate professor of school and applied child 
psychology in UCalgary’s Werklund School of Education. 
“It helps you acknowledge how your thoughts and actions 
work together, and it helps you manage symptoms 
quite effectively.” Can CBT cure anxiety? Probably not 
completely. According to Wilcox, people usually show 
some signs of anxiety after CBT. But some studies  
show that when people learn to cope better with  
their symptoms they no longer meet the criteria for  
anxiety disorders. “Their feelings of distress are greatly 
reduced and they function at a much higher level,”  
says Wilcox. She encourages people with anxiety  
to contact their family physician for a referral to a  
mental health practitioner with training in CBT.

https://werklund.ucalgary.ca/
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Recognizing anxiety in children

Anxiety can be harder to recognize in children. If you’re 
wondering whether your young child is dealing with  
anxiety symptoms, Wilcox suggests being aware  
of what they do, not just what they say. “Assessing  
younger kids or kids with language difficulties is  
hard,” says Wilcox, “because you rely on children  
being able to express their internal experiences.”  
So in younger children, assessment often relies on 
observing behaviour. 

That anxiety-driven behaviour ranges widely and can 
look like other cognitive or behavioural problems, says 
Wilcox, who has also worked as a school psychologist. 
For example, anxiety in children is easily confused with 
attention deficit disorder, inattentiveness, or just plain 
laziness. “Imagine an anxious child sitting in class thinking, 
‘Oh my gosh, the teacher is looking at me — she hates me!’ 
The child is not listening to the teacher, and this makes it 
tough to concentrate on her work. From the outside, the 
child looks like she’s just not paying attention.” 
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Your child’s worries and fears may seem appropriate at 
first, says Wilcox: “Like worrying about a teacher at school 
not liking you. But if it becomes much more intense than  
is typical for a kid that age, then you often see behaviours 
that interfere with functioning. Suddenly your child is 
refusing to go to school. They’re throwing a temper 
tantrum so they don’t have to engage in the activity that 
causes anxiety.” If your child seems to be experiencing 
intense bouts of worry and is refusing to attend school, 
Wilcox recommends contacting your school psychologist or 
your family physician to get help managing anxiety.

Key advice from Dr. Wilcox: on parenting

“The piece of advice that I often give to parents of kids 
with pretty much any type of challenge is to take care of 
themselves by seeking out supports. Parenting is often a hard 
job, and it’s easy to feel like you’re the only one who doesn’t 
know what she’s doing. This feeling is often magnified when 
your child has additional challenges. Supports can range 
from informally talking with other parents whose kids have 
difficulties, to more formalized support groups. In this way 
parents can engage in good self-care, which is important 
because it is hard to be a steady ‘rock’ for your  
kid when you are frazzled and exhausted.”
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Coping with social anxiety

Social anxiety disorder (SAD) is one of the most prevalent 
types of anxiety. People with SAD fear social situations, 
even if they realize the fear is unwarranted. The key 
symptom of SAD is a constant preoccupation with feeling 
judged by others, says Dr. Kathleen Hughes, PhD, an 
instructor in UCalgary’s Department of Psychology in the 
Faculty of Arts. Other common SAD behaviours include 
avoiding anxiety-producing situations, thinking poorly of 
oneself, and internalizing emotions. 

Hughes’s key advice to people with social anxiety is to 
seek treatment. “It’s so treatable,” she says. “There are 
lots of resources if you’re ready to work on it.” As in other 
anxiety disorders, cognitive behavioural therapy is highly 
effective for SAD, according to Hughes. She says there’s 
a wide variety of treatment options, from relaxation 
exercises to exposure therapy and pet therapy. “Everyone 
does better when they’re close to animals,” says Hughes, 
“but especially for those with SAD, it’s a non-judgmental 
creature for you to get close to.” 

https://psyc.ucalgary.ca/
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Try building an anxiety hierarchy

One of Hughes’s favourite treatments for any form  
of anxiety is a type of exposure therapy called an  
“anxiety hierarchy.” Here’s how to build one:

• Sit down and write out all the situations that  
make you anxious

• Rate each one on a scale from 0 to 100 —  
100 is full-on anxiety; 0 is perfectly calm

• Put each situation in order, from least to  
most stressful

• Try to imagine each situation, starting with  
the least stressful

• Take note of when you start feeling fairly  
anxious (it’s likely around the 30-40 level)

• Focus on imagining those situations that  
make you feel anxious

• Now go out and do the things that make  
you anxious, starting with a low-stress activity

• Repeat until you no longer feel anxious  
during that activity

• Now repeat the process, working up to the  
situations with higher ratings

“What this gives you,” says Hughes, “is an orderly  
framework for building up confidence and control.  
It quantifies things for you and helps you effect  
change in a concrete way. It’s a terrific way to  
order your thoughts.” 

What this gives you  
is an orderly frame- 
work for building up  
confidence and control. 

It quantifies things  
for you and helps  
you effect change  
in a concrete way.  
It’s a terrific way to  
order your thoughts.

— Dr. Kathleen Hughes, PhD
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Sample anxiety hierarchy

It’s important to note that anxiety hierarchies are  
highly personal. As Hughes says, “The rankings are  
not objective or generalizable across any group of  
people,” says Hughes. “Everyone’s hierarchies will  
look different, because something that causes a lot  
of anxiety in one person might not cause any anxiety  
in another.” 

The following example shows a hypothetical anxiety hierarchy.
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Watching TV with your pet

Watching TV with your family

Having dinner with your family

Texting a friend

Talking with friends at work
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Sharing an intense secret

Breaking up with your date
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Recognizing social anxiety disorder

Here’s a scenario that reveals social anxiety tendencies: 
You and a friend are out for lunch and you make a 
lighthearted joke about the bill. Eventually your friend 
picks up the bill and pays at the counter. On the way home, 
she seems quiet, withdrawn. You think to yourself:

1. Oh well. She has a lot on her mind and just doesn’t 
want to talk right now

or

2. Oh no. This is about the bill, and she is obviously  
angry with me. Have I paid for my fair share of lunches 
lately? Why not? I should have insisted on paying,  
or at least splitting the bill. She’s upset, she doesn’t  
like me, and it’s all my fault.

A person with SAD is likely to think at least some of the 
thoughts in the second section, and will probably blame 
themselves in ambiguous social situations, says Hughes.  
“If there is a misunderstanding, they may not understand 
the nature of the offence but they assume they should  
take the blame even if that is illogical.”

 

If there is a 
misunderstanding, they  
may not understand the 
nature of the offence 
but they assume they  
should take the blame  
even if that is illogical.

— Dr. Kathleen Hughes, PhD
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Perinatal anxiety: know the signs

When most people think of mental illness and maternity, 
they think of postpartum depression. But perinatal  
anxiety (anxiety in pregnant women and new mothers) 
is as common as depression, and merits investigation. 
“Anxiety is more common than anything else we screen  
for in pregnancy,” says Dr. Dawn Kingston, PhD, RN, 
associate professor in UCalgary’s Faculty of Nursing,  
and the Lois Hole Hospital for Women Cross-provincial 
Chair in Perinatal Mental Health. “One in four women  
have anxiety either in pregnancy or postpartum.” 

What does perinatal anxiety look like? Kingston says she 
sees women worrying about things that didn’t cause worry 
before. And these worries are relentless. Persistent. They 
can even turn into a panic attack, where the heart races, 
sweating is profuse and you feel extremely unwell. Or, says 
Kingston, anxiety may surface as irritability, which makes it 
hard to distinguish from the usual pregnancy woes. 

https://nursing.ucalgary.ca/
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Perinatal anxiety: know the tipping point

For Kingston, the magic number is two. Two weeks, that 
is. “If you’re feeling persistent worry or an unusual level of 
irritability for two weeks or more, it’s a good time to start 
a conversation with your doctor about how you’re doing,” 
she says. And it’s not just for your own sake; there is strong 
evidence suggesting that anxious mothers bear anxious 
children. Perinatal anxiety has implications for the whole 
family, says Kingston, so it’s crucial to seek professional 
help to explore options about how to gain relief.

Key advice from Dr. Kingston: talk to a physician

“If you suspect you have perinatal anxiety, talk to your family 
doctor. Your best friend or partner may offer to listen, but 
sometimes they’re trying so hard to make you feel better in 
the moment, that they tell you it’s going to be okay. They tell 
you not to worry. They tell you, ‘It’s just the hormones talking!’ 
Your friends don’t mean to, but they normalize your anxiety. 
And anxiety, especially for perinatal women, is not a burden to 
be shouldered with grace and goodwill. It’s something women 
should act on, because perinatal anxiety is a highly treatable 
condition. But the way you seek help really matters. Your 
physician can be a great first step — they can have a more 
objective conversation with you, and they have the relevant 
knowledge. They are your link to getting help.”
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More tips for coping with perinatal anxiety

As mentioned above, step one is contacting your  
family doctor. But here are more tips from Kingston:

• Keep your stress low and sleep high.  
Go for a walk outside with a friend.

• Educate yourself on what is “normal” and  
“not normal” using online resources like  
the HOPE website (see resource list at the  
end of this ebook). 

• Starting in October 2018, pregnant women in  
Alberta will have access to online emotional  
health screening; online courses to manage  
stress, anxiety and depression (the HOPE  
platform); and telephone-based coaching.  
See the HOPE website for access. This type of  
online care can be highly effective — not to  
mention convenient and inexpensive — for  
pregnant women and new mothers with anxiety.

• If you’ve already had your baby and you’ve  
been experiencing anxiety, try to get lots of  
physical contact time with your child. Research 
suggests that holding your baby can mitigate  
the effects of maternal anxiety on the child.

Don’t accept an anxious life

Our experts agree — there are many effective ways to 
manage anxiety disorders. If your anxiety is persistent  
and gets in the way of everyday activities, seek help.  
Start by making an appointment with your family  
doctor — they may refer you to a mental health-care 
practitioner. But know that there are many options  
for reducing the impact of anxiety. 

https://www.drdawnkingston.com/
https://www.drdawnkingston.com/
https://www.drdawnkingston.com/calming-the-most-deep-seated-fear/
https://www.drdawnkingston.com/calming-the-most-deep-seated-fear/
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General

Anxiety BC

Anxiety and Depression Association of America

Canadian Mental Health Association

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health

Child & Youth Mental Health Toolkits

Association for Behavioural and Cognitive Therapies  
(to find a therapist) 

WorryWiseKids

Children’s Anxiety Institute

Online anxiety 
resources

https://www.anxietybc.com/adults/my-anxiety-plan-social-anxiety-disorder
https://adaa.org/
https://cmha.ca/documents/anxiety-disorders
https://www.camh.ca/en/health-info/mental-illness-and-addiction-index/anxiety-disorders
http://www.shared-care.ca/toolkits
http://www.findcbt.org/xFAT/
http://www.findcbt.org/xFAT/
http://www.worrywisekids.org/
http://childrenwithanxiety.com/
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Perinatal anxiety

HOPE  
A digital platform designed by Dr. Dawn Kingston, PhD, 
and her research team. The site launches in October, 
2018. It will offer evidence-based information on perinatal 
mental health for women and health-care providers. It 
helps screen for anxiety and provides treatment options, 
including online coaching for pregnant women and new 
mothers coping with anxiety. 

B.C. Mental Health and Substance Use Services and 
Perinatal Services: “Best Practices Guidelines for  
Mental Health Disorders in the Perinatal Period”

Time to Change  
A website about perinatal mental health run by  
two U.K. charities, Mind and Rethink Mental Illness

Centre of Perinatal Excellence (COPE)  
An Australian website with extensive mental health 
resources for pregnant women and new mothers 

Maternal Mental Health Alliance  
A U.K. website offering mental health resources  
during the perinatal period. 

Social anxiety disorder

Anxiety B.C.

Social anxiety for university students

University of Toronto Health and Wellness Centre

Online anxiety resources continued

https://www.drdawnkingston.com/
https://reproductivementalhealth.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/resources/files/mental_health_guidline_web.pdf
https://reproductivementalhealth.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/resources/files/mental_health_guidline_web.pdf
https://www.time-to-change.org.uk/category/blog/perinatal-mental-illness/
http://cope.org.au/
https://maternalmentalhealthalliance.org/
https://www.anxietybc.com/adults/my-anxiety-plan-social-anxiety-disorder
https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/hwc/social-anxiety

