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Abuse of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit 
drugs is costly to our nation, exacting 

more than $700 billion annually in 

costs related to crime, lost work 

productivity, and health care 
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 Anxiety Disorders and Addiction 
 

Millions of Americans suffer from anxie-
ty disorders that lead to substance 
abuse. In too many cases, those who 

struggle with anxiety attempt to self-
medicate with alcohol and other drugs 

and end up addicted. 
 
There are numerous types of anxiety 

disorders, including: post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), obsessive-
compulsive disorder, panic attacks, dif-

ferent kinds of phobias, social anxiety 
disorder, acute stress disorder, and 
general anxiety disorder. 

 
All of these anxiety ailments are treata-

ble, but very few people with these con-
ditions get medical treatment. Instead, 
they attempt to deal with their angst by 

drinking alcohol, smoking, and abusing 
prescription drugs or street drugs. But 
too often substance abuse only worsens 

anxiety. For example, people who get 
drunk, stoned, or high may end up seri-

ously embarrassing themselves—or 
even worse, being involved in an acci-
dent that injures an innocent person. 

 
More than 40 million Americans suffer 
from some form of chronic anxiety, and 

sadly, they are almost three times as 
likely to develop a substance abuse dis-
order. 

 
Fear, Anxiety, & Anxiety Disorders 

 
There is a difference between fear, anx-
iety, and anxiety disorders. Fear is a 

normal and natural emotional response 
to an immediate threat. Anxiety is a re-
sponse to some perceived future threat. 

Anxiety disorders are psychological dis-
orders that create feelings of excessive  

anxiety and fear for prolonged periods 
of time. 

 
When an individual recognizes that a 
threat is present or perceives that 

threat to be imminent, he or she will 
experience anxiety or fear. But when 

the threat is gone, the feelings of fear 
and anxiety should dissipate. For people 
with anxiety disorders, the anxiety con-

tinues for far longer than normal, and 
the feelings of fear and anxiety are 
much more intense. 

 
It is normal for human beings to period-
ically experience feelings of anxious-

ness, stress, and fear. These feelings 
are natural and can even be beneficial 

when they occur under the right circum-
stances. But those who suffer from anx-
iety disorders live in a constant state of 

worry and dread. 
 
Drugs and alcohol are often used by 

people with anxiety disorders in an at-
tempt to relieve the incessant worry 

and physical agitation, but substance 
abuse only makes the symptoms worse. 
Using alcohol and drugs results in a de-

structive cycle that can increase the risk 
of self-isolation and suicide ideation. 
 

Physical Manifestations of Anxiety 
 
Anxiety does not only cause damage to 

one’s emotional state—the body is af-
fected, too. The physical manifestations 

of anxiety can include: fatigue, sweat-
ing, rapid or shallow breathing, diges-
tive problems, decreased appetite, 

tremors, jumpiness, dry mouth, and in-
somnia. Alcohol and drug abuse can 
worsen these physical symptoms and 

make it more difficult to function at 
work and in life. 

To help us combat substance abuse, go to www.LiveDrugFree.org and click on “Donate!” 
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When someone with an anxiety disorder 
becomes addicted and then tries to stop 

using drugs or alcohol, he or she will 
often experience intense effects of with-
drawal that make the impact of his or 

her anxiety disorder even worse. The 
effects of withdrawal—such as a sense 

of dread, restlessness, shakiness, in-
creased blood pressure, and delusional 
thinking—are identical to the symptoms 

of anxiety disorder. 
 
Anxiety & Addiction in the  

Workplace 
 
Many people experience stress and anx-

iety at work, and a certain amount of 
stress is normal at work and at home. 

But persistent and excessive anxiety 
can adversely affect an employee’s abil-
ity to do his or her job, and when 

someone’s anxiety interferes with the 
ability to function, that person might be 
suffering from an anxiety disorder. If 

the individual tries to deal with the 
problem by self-medicating with alcohol 

or drugs, the situation worsens—
resulting in accidents, increased medical 
costs, increased absenteeism and tardi-

ness, and a reduction in productivity. If 
the person does not get help, loss of the 
job may be inevitable. 

 
Most employees do not feel comfortable 
talking about their stress with a super-

visor, but it is important that the em-
ployer be made aware of any conditions 

that could negatively impact work per-
formance. When a worker does speak to 
his or her manager about problems with 

anxiety, the employee will most often 
be referred to a counseling professional  

or a stress management or relaxation 
class. 

 
Co-Occurring Disorder Treatment 
 

The combination of anxiety and sub-
stance abuse can be overwhelming. But 

anxiety and addiction can be treated. 
However, people with co-existing anxie-
ty disorders and substance abuse prob-

lems need help from professionals who 
are trained in treating both conditions 
simultaneously. Dual-diagnosis treat-

ment will be necessary in order for the 
person to get well. 
 

Successful treatment must focus on the 
anxiety problem and the substance 

abuse issue together, and treatment for 
the addiction will depend on the sub-
stance to which the patient is addicted. 

If the drug being used is an opioid, pre-
scription medications may be used to 
help achieve abstinence, but if the drug 

of choice is cocaine or cannabis, there 
are no such medications that will help. 

For these drugs, a combination of psy-
chotherapy, counseling, and a 12-step 
program may be necessary. 

 
Recovery from an anxiety disorder cou-
pled with addiction can be a difficult 

challenge, but support and resources 
needed to overcome these disorders 
and lead a healthier, more satisfying life 

are available. Dual-diagnosis recovery 
programs that provide a full range of 

rehab services can be found by contact-
ing the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration 

(SAMHSA) National Helpline at 1-800-
662-HELP (4357). 

To help us combat substance abuse, go to www.LiveDrugFree.org and click on “Donate!” 


