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4.	Definition, clinical features  
and classifications

This chapter will answer the following questions:

•  What is the definition of anxiety as a symptom/syndrome?

•  What is the definition of anxiety as a specific clinical profile?

•  How are anxiety disorders classified?

4.1. Normal and pathological anxiety

Anxiety can be defined as the anticipation of future harm or misfortune, accompanied by a feeling 
of dysphoria (unpleasantness) and/or somatic symptoms of tension. The objective of the antici-
pated harm may be internal or external. It is an alert signal that can warn of imminent danger and 
allows the person to take the necessary measures to confront a threat.

It is important to understand anxiety as a normal feeling or emotional state in response to 
certain situations and that it constitutes a common response to different daily stressful situations. 
This means that a certain degree of anxiety is even desirable for the normal treatment of day-to-
day demands. Only when this exceeds a certain intensity or the person’s adaptive capacity does 
anxiety become pathological, causing significant discomfort with symptoms that affect the person 
physically, psychologically, and behaviorally (table 4).

Table 4. Symptoms of anxiety: physical and psychological

Physical symptoms Psychological and behavioral symptoms

Vegetative: sweating, dry mouth, dizziness, instability Worry, apprehension

Neuromuscular: trembling, muscular tension, headache, 
paresthesia

Feeling of oppressiveness

Cardiovascular: palpitations, accelerated heartbeat, precordial 
pain

Fear of losing control, of going crazy, or the feeling of imminent 
death

Respiratory: dysnea Difficulty concentrating, complaints of memory loss

Digestive: nausea, vomiting, dyspepsia, diarrhea, constipation, 
aerophagia, meteorism

Irritability, restlessness, apprehension

Genito-urinary: frequent urination, sexual problems Behavior to avoid certain situations

Inhibition or psychomotor blockage 
Obsessions or compulsions




