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Anxiety: 

It's not just inside your head!

Raymond J. Kotwicki, MD, MPH, DFAPA
Charles B. West Chief Medical Officer
Skyland Trail
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Working Definitions

Anxiety

Worry about future 
events with 
uncertain outcomes

Fear

Emotional response 
to real or perceived 
threat; vital to 
survival

Stress

Adaptive response 
to a challenge or 
demand which 
includes 
physiological 
changes
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Not all Anxiety is a Disorder

Yerkes-Dodson Curve
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• Exposure to chronic stress in itself does 
not necessarily result in anxiety disorders

• Experience, understanding of meaning, 
management of stress also determines if 
disability develops

• When anxiety disorders emerge, 
physiologic changes occur in the brain, 
endocrine systems, which determine 
neuropsychiatric illnesses

Chronic, Disabling Anxiety
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Introducing the Amygdala

• Fight
• Freeze
• Flee



AMGYDALA

PRE-FRONTAL
CORTEX

THALAMUS

HIPPOCAMPUS

RELAY INFO

RELAY INFO

MEMORY RELEVANCE

CONTROLS

CONTEXTUALIZES

REGULATESHypothalamic – pituitary – adrenal system

Dopamine tone in brain, esp. PFC

Physiological / metabolic control

• Immune system

• Metabolic system

• Cardiovascular system

SENSORY STIMULI
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• Reduction in threshold to activate 
amygdala

• Exaggerated activity in amygdala, 
constant firing (Covid-19 Pandemic)

• Failure of cortex, hippocampus to dampen 
amygdala

• Overdrive of HPA axis

When Trouble Emerges



CRH: 

Corticotropin-releasing 

hormone

ACTH: 

Adreno corticotropin

hormone
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► Glucose metabolism

► Blood pressure 
regulation

► Immune system 
regulation

Roles of Cortisol
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• Stress, anxiety and fear are not inherently bad.

• When the fear neurocircuitry falls out of balance 
and disability ensues, anxiety may be a disorder.

• Anxiety disorders are associated with well-
established physical and neuroanatomic 
changes.

• Physical, neuroanatomic changes offer many 
possible points of intervention! Very treatable 
illnesses!

Summary



Managing Anxiety in Children and Adolescents
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Anxiety and Fears: Normal Developmental 

Issues

• Fears and anxiety are common in healthy children as 
they grow and develop

• Kids’ anxiety and fears have a developmental
context:

• Separation anxiety in preschool children

• Performance anxiety in school age children

• Social anxiety in adolescents



16

Rockhill et al. (2010) 



When Does “Normal Anxiety” Become A 

Problem? 

Common Childhood Symptoms

• Persistent unrealistic fear or worry inappropriate for 
developmental stage/age

• Excessive need for reassurance

• Avoidance of or significant distress with age appropriate 
interests/activities

• Physical complaints: headaches, stomach aches, body pains, 
change in appetite

• Sleep disturbance: inability to sleep alone or repeated visits to 
parents’ bedroom

• Difficulty with concentration and attention

• Interference with school, social, or family functioning

• Time consuming symptoms



Guide to Managing Anxiety in Children and 

Adolescents

• Maintain daily structure and routines

• Encourage a healthy life style: adequate sleep, 

exercise, nourishing foods

• Maintain connections with friends and family

• Reduce media exposure

• Deal with questions on a need to know basis

• Schedule regular times for fun and recreation

• Contact your pediatrician if symptoms persist or 

intensify
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Managing Anxiety in 

Positions of Leadership: 

Adults and Executives

Ben Hunter, MD
Medical Director of Outpatient Services
Skyland Trail
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• Businesses

• Families

• Shared Interest Groups

• Leaders must recognize and own their leadership role

All Organizations Need Leadership
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• Leaders thrive on healthy relationships with control

– Internal locus

• Sources of Control

– Information

– Structure

– Behavior

• COVID directly challenges our control structure

– We cannot control this epidemic, but we can control our 
response 

• Innovate to re-establish this critical feeling

– In self

– Within organization

Healthy Sources of Control
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Information

• Begin by supplying yourself, then deliver to your 
organization

– Accurate

– Concise

– Clear

• More information is not necessarily better information

– In consumption and delivery

– Stick with high-quality sources

• Never sacrifice accuracy for clarity

– Model tolerance for uncertainty
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Structure

• Mirror the “normal”…

– Create a daily schedule

– Establish boundaries in time, space, communication

– Generate goals and purpose for each day

• …and recognize limitations

– This is not just “working from home”

– Reasonable expectations for productivity

– Normalizing strain on relationships
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Behavior

• Back to fundamentals

– Sleep

– Nutrition

– Exercise

– Faith

– Social connections

• Pitfalls

– “Self-medication”

– Putting life (and healthy habits) on hold

– Neglecting other aspects of mental and physical health

• Check in with your consultants regularly
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Opportunities for Growth

• We cannot always control our environment, but we can 
control our response

– Promoting “sense of control” while tolerating uncertainty 

• This situation is not permanent, and yet we cannot press 
“pause”

• Great leaders and organizations grow by 
facing challenges together





How You Can Help

Sign up to receive email updates >

Make a gift to support financial aid and unique 

programs for adults and adolescents >

www.skylandtrail.org

@SkylandTrail


