
COVID-19
Anxiety
Amanda Berg, MD, FRCPC
May 4, 2020



COVID-19 ANXIETY
DR. AMANDA BERG

Disclosure
• Relationships with financial interests 

• Grant/research support: None
• Speakers bureau/honoraria: Alliance for Best Practice in Health, Otsuka
• Consulting fees: None
• Patients: None



COVID-19 ANXIETY
DR. AMANDA BERG

What are people seeing in response to COVID-19?
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Treatment Approaches - Normal Reactions & Adjustment Disorder

Specific guidance Number of documents 
recommending the approach

Minimize the amount media exposure 63-8

Use trusted sources to access information about the 
COVID-19 pandemic 63-8

Connect with friends and family online and via telephone 63-8

Help and support others in the community 34,5,8

Practise meditation and mindfulness 33,4,7

Look after your body: eat healthily/ implement sleep 
hygiene advice/ exercise regularly 53-6,8

Avoid unhealthy coping strategies, such as alcohol, 
smoking tobacco and taking drugs 53-6,8

Do activities you enjoy 33,4,8

Zimmerman, M,.  Ali, S., Jones, N. and Maskrey, N.  Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine, Nuffield Department of 
Primary Care Health Sciences  University of Oxford
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COVID19 Pandemic Specific  Research 
• Zheng, M., Yao, J. and Narayanan, J., 2020. Mindfulness Buffers the Impact 

of COVID-19 Outbreak Information on Sleep Duration
• Randomized Trial, n=97
• Mindfulness reduced daily anxiety
• Sleep duration of participants in the mindfulness condition was less 

impacted by the increase of infections in the community than controls

Zheng, M., Yao, J. and Narayanan, J., 2020. Mindfulness Buffers the Impact of COVID-19 Outbreak 
Information on Sleep Duration. Pre-print published 20 March 2020.
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Illness Anxiety – Core Features

• An excessive concern about acquiring or a preoccupation with 
having a serious medical illness

• despite a normal physical examination, negative tests, and 
reassurance

• Somatic symptoms are minimal or nonexistent

Levenson, JL. Illness anxiety disorder: Treatment and prognosis. UpToDate. Dimsdale, J (Ed). UpToDate, Waltham, MA. Jan 2020
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Illness Anxiety – Management Principles

• Schedule regular visits
• Attempt to establish a collaborative therapeutic alliance with the 

patient
• Acknowledge health fears
• Communicate and coordinate care with other clinicians
• Evaluate for and treat diagnosable general medical disease

Levenson, JL. Illness anxiety disorder: Treatment and prognosis. UpToDate. Dimsdale, J (Ed). UpToDate, Waltham, MA. Jan 2020
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Illness Anxiety – Management Principles

• Limit diagnostic tests and referrals to specialists
• Reassure patients that serious medical diseases have been ruled out
• Assess for and treat comorbid psychiatric disorders (e.g., anxiety 

disorders, depressive disorders, and substance use disorders)
• Educate patients about coping with health anxiety
• Explicitly make functional improvement the goal of treatment

Levenson, JL. Illness anxiety disorder: Treatment and prognosis. UpToDate. Dimsdale, J (Ed). UpToDate, Waltham, MA. Jan 2020
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https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourself/Health-Anxiety
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Illness Anxiety – Treatment

• First line – Cognitive-behavioural therapy

• Second line – A different psychotherapy

• Third line – Antidepressant medication

Levenson, JL. Illness anxiety disorder: Treatment and prognosis. UpToDate. Dimsdale, J (Ed). UpToDate, Waltham, MA. Jan 2020
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Illness Anxiety – Treatment

Scarella, Timothy M. MD; Boland, 
Robert J. MD; Barsky, Arthur J. MD 
Illness Anxiety Disorder, 
Psychosomatic Medicine: June 2019 -
Volume 81 - Issue 5 - p 398-407
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Don’t underestimate the impact of ongoing support from 
family physicians for all these conditions
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