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How to manage health anxiety in a post-
pandemic world
For some people, COVID-19 has had a lasting impact on their mental health.
In particular, coronavirus has fuelled a rise in a debilitating condition known
as 'health anxiety' - in which obsessive fears about health become
excessive.

Navigating the huge changes to our lives during the pandemic has
triggered anxiety for many people. And with fewer people wearing masks
and social distancing, lots of us are worried about the virus spreading -
rather than enjoying the opportunity to socialise freely.

Health anxiety is a specific type of anxiety disorder, where individuals spend
a lot of time worrying about being unwell or becoming unwell.

It is defined by compulsively checking for symptoms, researching diseases,
worrying over normal bodily sensations or taking extreme action to avoid
exposure to disease. People with health anxiety may also seek constant
reassurance from friends, family or medical professionals, or avoid typical
activities or situations out of concern for their health.

Although it is a little-known condition, more people are struggling with
health anxiety as a result of the pandemic.

"Almost all of us feel a bit worried and anxious from time to time. Anxious
thoughts are designed to help us recognise when we might encounter
some kind of danger or hazard," says Dr David McLaughlan, consultant
psychiatrist at the Priory Hospital Roehampton.

"However, anxious thoughts become problematic when we overestimate
the likelihood and severity of the threat whilst also underestimating our
ability to cope. This can lead to us feeling overwhelmed and cause
disruption to our lives."
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Dave Smithson, operations director at Anxiety UK, explains that those living
with health anxiety may be convinced that harmless physical symptoms
are indicators of serious disease or severe medical conditions.

"For example, if a person experiencing health anxiety feels their chest is
getting tight, they may believe that they are having a heart attack," he says.
"Those with health anxiety frequently misinterpret physical symptoms of
anxiety - such as shortness of breath, a racing heart or stomach upsets -
as a sign of an impending physical health problem."

What causes health anxiety?
Often, people develop symptoms of health anxiety after some kind of
trigger event. Stressful life events and experience of trauma, including
abuse, neglect or bullying, can also be factors. Easy access to health
information online - which can be inaccurate - can also trigger or
exacerbate symptoms of health anxiety.

"The triggering event might have been related to illness in the individual or
someone they know," says McLaughlan. "With the recent pandemic, many of
us have felt overwhelmed by the information in the media which could also
be triggering. However, sometimes, there is no specific trigger. It's just
something that happens."

The lifting of pandemic restrictions may also trigger health anxiety, even
among those with no prior experience of the condition. For many, the use of
face masks, social distancing and other safety measures have been a
comfort. With cases of COVID-19 variants on the rise, people may feel more
vulnerable.

"Familiarity and predictability make us feel safe. During lockdown, many of
us created 'comfort zones' with daily routines and social bubbles which
helped us navigate a challenging time," McLaughlan explains.

"As restrictions lift, many of us will find ourselves being pushed outside of
the comfort zones we have created - for example, being in close proximity
to other people indoors or using public transport. Many of these situations
could be triggering for other forms of anxiety, such as social anxiety."
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How to cope with health anxiety
Stick to trusted information online
It is important only to seek news and information from a reliable trusted
source and try to avoid social media which is often not regulated or
reliable.

"The internet also holds a vast array of information and tools to self-
diagnose an illness or health condition. This could help to explain the rise in
health anxiety as people with this condition are able to have access to this
information at all times," says Smithson.

"Also, this information often gives the worst-case scenario for the
symptoms provided and therefore reinforces the cycle of health anxiety
and increases the physical and psychological symptoms of their anxiety."

It's also important to try not to fixate on the media coverage of health
topics. If you find yourself getting triggered, take a break from the news and
do another activity to distract you.

Seek professional help
If you are struggling with anxiety, it's important to speak with your doctor.
They will be able to advise the best course of action for you, whether it is
medication, talking therapy or a combination of both.

Charities offer advice and support too. "Anxiety UK offers a wide range of
support," says Smithson. "This includes a national, reduced-cost Approved
Therapy Service with therapists trained in cognitive behavioural therapy,
compassion focused therapy, clinical hypnotherapy, EMDR and counselling
- all available either face to face or via phone or web."

Speak to friends and family
Intrusive worries and thoughts can be all-consuming and isolating, so it is
important to speak to friends and family. "Don't give yourself a hard time
and do reach out to friends, family and professionals when you need a bit
of support," says McLaughlan.

Challenge anxious thoughts
McLaughlan recommends reframing anxious thoughts by writing down
worries and challenging them.
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"Draw a table with two columns," he says. "In the first column, write a list of
common worries that you have about your health. In the second column,
write down how a balanced friend might interpret the situation."

Return to normal gradually
You may be flooded with invitations to socialise as COVID-19 restrictions lift,
but it's important to take it steadily. "It's natural that we will feel a little
anxious as we adjust to changes in restrictions. I always ask my patients to
be kind to themselves, especially if they're struggling," says McLaughlan.

"Write a list of activities which might be triggering for you. Start with the
easiest and gradually work your way up to doing the activities which might
feel most frightening. Reward yourself when you've achieved one of your
goals, but don't give yourself a hard time if some days are more difficult
than others."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss How to manage health anxiety in a post-pandemic world and find more
trusted resources at Patient.
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