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anxiety
’m a totally anxious person. I just build things up in my 
head until they get worse and worse, and then I don’t 
want to face them,” says Natasha, 15. The high school 
sophomore has been treated for generalized anxiety 
disorder since she was in seventh grade. “It was 
superhard to go to school and just be a normal kid,” 

she says. “Even now my feelings are difficult to deal with. 
Social stuff makes me anxious, and tests, and fights with 
my parents.” After confiding in a classmate about how 
she felt, students began to make fun of her, bullying her 
so badly that she ultimately transferred schools.

Despite the stigma, Natasha’s situation is incredibly 
common—according to the National Institute of Mental 
Health, 8 percent of teens ages 13 to 18 have an anxiety 
disorder. And between the pressures of juggling school, 
SATs, and college applications on top of a social life, 
dating, and extracurriculars, there’s no shortage of 
triggers. “I see a very high level of anxiety around academ-
ics,” reports Lisa M. Schab, LCSW, a psychotherapist and 
the author of The Anxiety Workbook for Teens. “But I also 
think teens worry more because they know more. They’re 
plugged-in enough to hear about corruption, crime, 
violence, terrorism, kids hurting other kids. That contrib-
utes to an overall unease, whether conscious or not.”

I
We all know what anxiety feels like: Your heart 

starts pounding, your hands get sweaty, your head feels 
like it might float off your body, and you’re overcome by 
a sense of worry or dread, sometimes for seemingly no 
reason at all. But what’s normal? Is it OK to feel that way 
all the time? And when does typical anxiety cross over 
into a more serious mental disorder, the kind that needs 
medical attention?

It may seem counterintuitive, but anxiety isn’t 
always a bad thing. “Normal anxiety can actually be your 
best friend—experiencing it causes you to devise coping 
strategies,” asserts Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D., lead 
psychologist of the Anxiety Behaviors Clinic at The 
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia’s Department of Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences. “The 
anxiety you feel before a big test, for example, encourages 
the healthy choice to study.” Take 21-year-old Andrea: 
“When I’m anxious, it’s usually about a deadline I’m scared 
I won’t be prepared for,” she says. “So I write lists—tons of 
lists and schedules. I find that writing down what I need to 
do helps clear my mind and calm me down.”

But if anxiety were more helpful than harmful, girls 
all over the world wouldn’t be struggling with a spate  
of serious anxiety-related conditions, like panic 

From minor freak-outs to major panic attacks,  
anxiety affects everyone. But how do you know when 

yours is something more? Teen Vogue investigates.
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disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, social pho-
bias, and generalized anxiety disorder. “Anxiety affects 
my life every day in nearly every situation,” says Kailee, 
21. “At night I can’t sleep because I’m worried about 
waking up in time for class, in class I drink coffee to stay 
awake—and caffeine heightens my anxiety—and I don’t 
know anyone I’m working with when we’re broken up 
into groups. All of this makes me panic.”

So how do you know you’re feeling something  
more than typical stress? For Natasha, a school therapist 
noted her anxiety and alerted her parents, who brought 
her to a doctor. But there are other ways to check in 
with yourself. “Having too much anxiety results in 
holding back, avoiding, and escaping from situations 
that may be challenging in some way,” says Anne Marie 
Albano, Ph.D., an associate professor of clinical psy-
chology in psychiatry at Columbia University Medical 
Center and the clinical director at New York Presbyte-
rian Hospital’s Youth Anxiety Center. “When anxiety 
interferes with your dreams and goals, or causes you to 
stay home feeling tense or shaky or having panic 
attacks, you know it’s not normal.”

The urge to withdraw or hide in your room is a 
symptom that overlaps with depression—and, actually, 
symptoms of depression and other mood disorders can 
mask your anxiety and make it harder to diagnose. 
That’s why it’s so important to seek help, even if it’s 
intimidating. “Share your experience with your parent, 
a teacher, or another responsible adult,” Schab says. 
“Work with them to find a professional counselor who 
can diagnose your anxiety symptoms and suggest 
options that will help you manage them.”

Solutions could include antidepressants (which 
also treat anxiety) like Prozac or Zoloft, or benzodiaz-
epines like Xanax or Klonopin, which work more 
quickly in situations like a panic attack. But you may not 
need—or want—medication to get better, in which case 
talk therapy can be an effective tool; methods like 
cognitive behavioral therapy help people change their 
anxious thought patterns and the way they react in 
scary scenarios. “It’s helpful to talk to someone, 
because they’re not judging you. They encourage you 
to do the opposite of what you want to do. If you want 
to avoid going to school, go to school,” Natasha says.

I just build 
things up in 

my head until 
they get worse 

and worse, 
and then I 

don’t want to 
face them

“Anything that involves avoidance or escape is 
what we consider to be unhealthy coping,” Dahlsgaard 
reveals, referring to behaviors that range from staying 
home “sick” so you can miss a test to engaging in 
excessive partying so you can blow off steam. Many 
girls may not realize it, but what they’re doing in those 
instances is akin to self-medicating, which might seem 
like it helps in the short term but will only create more 
problems down the road. “Good coping involves 
recognizing a stressor for what it is and devising a plan 
for dealing with it,” Dahlsgaard says. No matter how 
anxious you are, getting exercise could help, for 
example. “When I have stressful moments, I go to a 
yoga class or go running,” says Natalie, 17. “Physical 
exercise always gets my head back in the right place.” 

It’s easy to think your favorite celebs 
have it all, but often they’re deal-
ing with the same problems and 
insecurities as their fans. “I think I 

have a big fear of things spiraling out 
of control,” Taylor Swift has admitted. 
And being surrounded by admirers 
24/7? “Sometimes a fan will come up 
and...put their arms around me, and 
I just shut down and start hyperventi-
lating,” Demi Lovato has said.

Many people don’t recognize 
how debilitating anxiety can be, 
even for those who seem to have 
perfect lives. “I was just kind of 
immobilized by it,” Emma Stone has 
explained of her own condition. “I 
didn’t want to go to my friends’ 
houses or hang out with anybody, 
and nobody really understood.” 
Amanda Seyfried agrees: “...My 
anxiety keeps me from enjoying 
things as much as I should at this 
age. ...Anxiety, it just stops your life....  
It feels like you’re going to die. There’s 
nothing scarier,” she’s said.

For Jennifer Lawrence, acting 
was how she began to cope: “I 
finally found a way [to] open the 
door to a universe that I understood... 
[that] made me happy, because I 
felt capable...” she’s said. Owning 
up and taking action: role models 
in the truest sense.  
—CHANTAL STRASBURGER

Schab suggests something even simpler: Try taking 
deep breaths when you’re in the middle of an anxiety-
ridden task, and changing your mind-set from “This is 
the worst thing that could happen” to “This is hard, but 
I’ll get through it.”

Because that’s the thing: You will get through it. 
And every time you do—whether you’re overcoming 
common stresses or battling something even bigger—
you can chalk one up to being stronger than you are 
scared. “Each time you face your fears and carry out a 
successful plan of attack, you collect a data point that 
says you are capable and competent to deal with life,” 
Dahlsgaard says. “And the delicious feeling that you’re 
pretty much a badass? That’s your reward.” 
—KAITLIN MENZA

stars stress too
Proof you’re really not alone.
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