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Understanding Generalized Anxiety Disorder
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OVERVIEW: Anxiety disorders, which include generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) among others,
are the most common mental disorders in the United States.! GAD is diagnosed when a person has
excessive anxiety or worry about a variety of everyday problems occurring more days than not for at
least six months, has difficulty controlling the worry, and is coupled with at least three additional
symptoms from a list including restlessness, fatigue, difficulty concentrating, irritability, muscle
tension or disturbed sleep.? The disorder is often chronic and can be difficult to diagnose because it
presents vgith a variety of symptoms and often occurs with comorbid medical or psychiatric
disorders.

INCIDENCE: GAD affects as many as 3% of American adults and occurs in nearly twice as many
women as men, and research shows that GAD tends to run in families.” The onset of the disorder
usually occurs gradually and symptoms persist for at least six months,? ® although episodes of GAD
may be brought on, or worsened by, stressful life events.? 3

BURDEN OF ILLNESS: The disorder can have a negative impact on a person’s ability to function
properly in work, family and social situations.? In addition, it is common for people with GAD to also
experieznce other physical and mental disorders, including depression, eating disorders or substance
abuse.

SYMPTOMS: Understanding that GAD has a variety of symptoms may help improve diagnosis and
treatment.* While the symptoms of GAD can vary from person to person, they may include
exaggerated worry or anxiety, irritability, poor concentration, sleep disturbance and fatigue.?

TREATMENT: GAD is typically treated with medication, psychotherapy or both.? Because GAD
often occurs with other disorders, it is important for a physician to identify all coexisting disorders
and to take them into consideration when deciding on treatment.® Thus far, an optimal treatment
duration has not been defined,® although some studies have shown patients treated for longer
periods of time have lower relapse rates than those treated for shorter periods.’
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