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How to mitigate anxiety:

How anxiety is different for people with I/DD:

The signs and symptoms of anxiety are the same in people with and without disabilities. Physical symptoms,

such as a pounding heart, upset stomach, headache, fatigue, and changes in blood pressure may be present.

Behavioral and emotional symptoms may include feeling depressed, restless, having difficulty concentrating,

having a panic attack, feeling agitated, worried, or having irrational fear. 

What does Anxiety look and feel like?

Anxiety, Transitions, and Expectations
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Though people with intellectual/developmental disabilities experience the same signs and symptoms of anxiety

we all do, how they cope with it and how others perceive their behaviors may be different. It is an unfortunate

truth that many times people with I/DD are pigeon-holed into their diagnosis, and any behaviors or emotions

they display are thought to be just a part of this diagnosis. This, of course, is not true. People with I/DD can and

do have anxiety just like everyone else. The differences may come in how people with I/DD display and handle

these emotions. If you do NOT have a disability, you can often work through your anxiety by:
Knowing how you feel and telling someone in a socially

acceptable way. 

Putting things into perspective. 

Recognizing how others are coping and understanding  

 what’s going on.

Being able to “guess” what could happen next, and knowing

that if something goes wrong, you can think of a way out.

If you have a disability, you may lack some of these coping

and communication skills, and be overwhelmed by:
Too much sensory input.

Being confused by what people say or do.

Having poor short-term memory.

Experiencing frustration over not being able to identify   

 your feelings and communicate them to others.

If you or someone you care for are experiencing anxiety, you

can try these strategies to help:

Minimize surprises by following the same structures and

routines each day, and give people fair warning about

transitions.

Communicate with short sentences. One. Thing. At. A. Time.

Manage the sensory environment (limit lights, noises,

movement, play soothing music, offer tactile stress toys, etc.)

Give choices and a safe space. Unless it is an emergency, 

 there are no “musts” in life.

Increase in blood pressure
You may feel your blood

pressure rise whenever your
anxiety flares up

Muscle aches and
other pains

Anxiety isn't just felt
mentally. Unexplained
aches and pains can

also occur

Extreme fatigue
Anxiety can leave you feeling

wiped out at carious points
throughout the day. You may also
have problems sleeping at night.

Upset stomach
Stomach pains may be

accompanied by
nausea and diarrhea.

Breathing problems
Anxiety can cause rapid, shallow
breathing. These symptoms are

more intense when you're having
a panic attack.

Loss of libido
Anxiety can

decrease your
sexual desire.

Pounding heart
Heart palpitations occur

with panic attacks, 
but they can also happen

with anxiety more
generally. You may feel

like you heartbeat
quickens in pace and

intensity.

Irritability
Constant worry can increase

your overall feelings of
irritability.

Headaches
Headaches from constant worry

and stress are common.

Panic attacks
Panic attacks from anxiety can lead to a
number of physical symptoms including

heart palpitations, chest pain, and
lightheadedness. You may even feel

warmer than normal.

Depression
Chronic anxiety can increase your risk for

depression. Symptoms include social
withdrawal, loss of interest in activities you

once loved, and feelings of guilt or
hopelessness.

A sense of doom
Anxiety can cause frequent feelings of
impending doom. You may also have

difficulty concentrating. 

How anxiety effects the body


