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Understanding Anxiety & Anxiety Defenses

Definition of Anxiety

· universal human experience

· feelings of apprehension & dread

· real or perceived threat

· anxiety versus fear

· body’s response

Types of Anxiety

1. Normal

2. Acute

3. Chronic 

Levels of Anxiety

Mild Anxiety

· Perceptual field:

· Alert

· Able to grasp what is happening

· Able to identify source of anxiety

· Ability to learn:

· Able to problem-solve

· Able to respond  effectively

· Physical / Behavioral  response:

· Restlessness

· Irritability

· Mild tension-relieving behavior


Moderate Anxiety

· Perceptual field:

· Narrowing of perceptual field

· Grasps less of what is happening

· Selective inattention

· Ability to learn:

· Decreased problem-solving ability

· Guidance from others benefits learning

· Still able identify problem/threat

· Still able to take effective action

· Physical/Behavioral Response:

· Voice trembles

· Voice higher pitched

· Shakiness

· Repetitive questioning

· Somatic complaints

· Increased pulse and respirations

· Increased muscle tension

· More extreme tension-relief behavior

Severe Anxiety

· Perceptual field:

· Greatly reduced perceptual field

· Focused on details

· Focused on self, not aware of environment

· Unable to focus even with assistance

· Environment may be blocked out 

· Ability to learn:

· Unable to problem solve

· Unable to act effectively

· Distorted perceptions

· Physical/Behavioral response:

· Feelings of dread

· Sense of impending doom

· Confusion

· Purposeless activity

· Hyperventilation

· Tachycardia

· Withdrawal

· More intense somatic complaints

· Loud, rapid speech

· Threats and demands

Panic Level of Anxiety

· Perceptual field:

· Terrified

· Unable to focus

· Environment blocked out

· Emotional paralysis

· Possible psychosis

· Loss of touch with reality

· Ability to learn:

· No ability to problem-solve

· Unable to act effectively

· Irrational 

· Disorganized

· Mute

· Agitated

· Exhausted

· Physical / Behavioral response:

· Markedly disturbed behavior

· Immobility or flight

· Dilated pupils

· Erratic

· Impulsive

· Unintelligible or Speechless

· Severe shakiness

· Severe withdrawal

Interventions

Mild to Moderate Anxiety

· Assist patient to focus

· Facilitate problem-solving

· Open-ended questions

· Broad openings

· Maintain calm presence

· Willingness to listen

· Acknowledge patient’s  distress

Severe to Panic Anxiety

· short, simple statements

· orient to reality

· determine themes of fear

· reduce environmental stimuli

· provide a safe environment

· attend to physical needs

· medication as needed

· restraint only as required

Reducing Stress and Anxiety

· The Nurse’s Response

· Self-awareness

· Professional supervision

Defense Mechanisms

Definition

· Automatic response

· Protect the ego

· Lower anxiety

· Maladaptive uses

Properties of Defense Mechanisms

· manage conflict and affect

· relatively unconscious

· discrete

· reversible

· adaptive as well as maladaptive.

Mature Defenses

· Altruism

· Sublimation

· Humor

· Suppression

Neurotic Defenses

· Repression

· Displacement

· Reaction Formation

· Somatization

· Undoing

· Rationalization

Immature Defenses

· Passive aggression

· Acting out

· Dissociation

· Devaluation

· Idealization

· Splitting

· Projection
Psychotic Defenses

· Denial

· Psychotic denial

Nursing Application

· Assess and diagnose the level of anxiety

· Goal is to reduce the level of anxiety  

     (e.g., from severe to moderate)

· Interventions are appropriate for the level of anxiety

· Evaluation determines whether anxiety is reduced or not 

