
 

The Trait of Anxiety 

 

Everyone has things they get anxious about. It’s not a pleasant feeling, even though it is 

necessary for everyone. But some people’s anxiety weasels its way into their personality, making 

them more prone to anxiety than others. Some people can let a cruel comment, intended or 

unintended, roll of their shoulders, but those with anxious personalities will likely ruminate and 

stress about it. They may even worry about it enough that it taints their next interpersonal 

experience. These are the people we will be discussing, the ones with anxious personality traits. 

We’ll consider where the anxiety trait comes from, its positive and negative effects, and how it 

can be decreased. 

To understand anxiety fully, we must know its possible origins. Zelkowitz et al. (2011) 

studied the effects of maternal anxiety on very low birth weight babies. The mothers’ anxiety 

levels were tested during their infant’s hospitalization through self-report. By the end of the two-

year study, Zelkowitz et al. found that the level of anxiety in the mother predicted the infant’s 

development of internalizing behavior problems, including anxiety. A high anxiety level of the 

mother made development of internalizing behavior and anxiety in the child more likely. More 

anxiety in the mother also predicted lower scores on the Mental Development Index and, 

therefore, less cognitive development than the control group. But the child’s PDI score of 

psychomotor development was not affected by the mother’s anxiety. Ultimately, Zelkowitz et al. 

showed that the mother’s worry can lead to the child’s worry as early as two years of age. 

Muris, Brakel, Arnts, and Schouten (2011) also found the mother’s anxiety to be significantly 

correlated with childhood anxiety in the form of anxiety disorders. The psychologists first 

interviewed children for psychopathological symptoms and observed them in situations of new 

stimuli and people. The psychologists coded the children’s behavior for inhibition. They then 
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sent parents questionnaires about their child rearing strategies, their own anxiety level, their 

child’s level of inhibition and psychopathological symptoms, and the quality of parent-child 

attachment between them and their child. Interviews and questionnaires were completed again 

two years later along with the SCARED test, which asked about shyness, fearfulness, and 

communication with people the children don’t know. From this longitudinal data, they found that 

anxiety in the mother especially related to behavioral inhibition, social anxiety, and other anxiety 

disorders. And despite 90% of the families being two parent households, the fathers’ anxiety 

levels had almost no correlation with the child’s anxiety. The study also concluded that anxious 

rearing correlated with anxiety disorders as well as depression. Negative life events of the last 

year influenced the development of anxiety disorders as well. And high parent-child attachment 

correlated with social anxiety scores and, to a lesser extent, scores for other anxiety disorders, 

even though parental overprotection hardly correlated with anxiety disorders.  

 While anxiety disorders and trait anxiety are not to be idealized, anxiety does serve a 

purpose. It helps us think about consequences and gain motivation to avoid such bad 

consequences. Funder (2010) himself talks about anxiety’s benefits in his chapter on defense 

mechanisms. Defense mechanisms are used to lower or eliminate anxiety, but Funder considers 

the consequences of defense mechanisms that do their job too long or too well. He says, “Too 

little anxiety and a person might fail to sensibly handle problems” (p. 409). He goes on to discuss 

anxiety’s necessity to motivate a person to get something done, like studying, instead of not 

worrying about it in the short-run with a defense mechanism and paying for it in the long-run 

because of consequences like a failing grade. He explains, “A little anxiety early can save a lot of 

anxiety later” (p. 409). When anxiety is maintained at a middle level, people will have the 

motivation to get things done without being incapacitated by worry. 
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 A 2008 study by Back et al. found the same benefit of anxiety-triggered motivation in 

control subjects and those with schizophrenia. Psychologists used self-reports to discover what 

intrinsic motivation was most influenced by in each group. The motivation of subjects with 

schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder had a more significant correlation to anxiety than 

control subjects. But while subjects with schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder had a 

correlation of 68.8 with intrinsic motivation fueled by anxiety, control subjects still had a 

correlation of 56.2, which isn’t low even if it’s lower than the test group. When looked at alone, 

the control group’s correlation shows that even the average person is highly motivated by 

anxiety.  

 Motivation is a good thing, but too much anxiety or being frequently anxious can also 

negatively affect interpersonal relationships. Zaidberg, Heimberg, and Iida (2010) performed a 

study to see exactly how anxiety affects couples’ relationships. They tested married couples in 

which the wives had an anxiety disorder. They gave journals to husbands and wives from both 

the test and control groups. All of the subjects were to record daily their anxiety level and their 

rating for the quality of their relationship that they perceived on that day.  Wives with anxiety 

disorders did not show a correlation between their level of anxiety and a positive relationship 

quality score. But subjects with low anxiety showed a negative correlation with positive 

relationship quality scores; when their anxiety was decreased or low, they were likely to give 

their relationship quality a higher score. And when the wives had higher anxiety, their husbands 

reported less positive relationship quality and, therefore, lower relationship quality scores. 

Higher anxiety in wives correlated similarly. When they were highly anxious, they tended to give 

their relationship quality a lower score. This research seems to indicate that higher anxiety 

correlates with more negative perceptions of romantic relationships. From this, it can be 
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predicted that anxiety will affect other close but non-romantic relationships in a similar, 

negatively correlated way. 

 But before an anxious person can form a close relationship, they must establish one 

through social behavior. This is the first place in interpersonal relationships where trait anxiety 

can steer a person wrong. Terberg, Aarts, and van Honk (2012) researched the social behavior of 

people high in scored trait anxiety. They found that people with anxious personalities were less 

likely to make eye contact or hold it for long when a social threat, like anger, was involved. They 

were also able to recognize anger in a picture and remember the location of an angry face on a 

computer screen. Terberg, Aarts, and van Honk discovered that highly anxious subjects did 

better at repositioning happy or neutral pictures of faces on a screen than they did at 

repositioning angry faces. This is likely because they were more willing to look at happy or 

neutral faces and for longer periods of time before averting their gazes. So, in social situations, 

those with trait anxiety are more likely to avoid gaze or hold it for a shorter period of time, 

especially if they see anger in someone’s face. 

Such anxiety has existed for a while, so psychology has developed some techniques to 

decrease its control on those with prominent anxiety. Varley, Webb, and Sheeran (2010) 

developed an addition to self-help materials that gave anxious subjects more information and 

specific detail to help with their anxiety. By including anxiety-trigger journals, two relaxation 

techniques, and psychoeducation, these psychologists were able to significantly improve 

subjects’ anxiety control over the control group. Ultimately, test subjects were better able to 

identify anxiety triggers and had greater success when using the relaxation techniques. Overall, 

subjects who used the relaxation techniques more frequently also had lower anxiety scores, could 

identify their triggers better, and had better results from the relaxation techniques. Education, 
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physical exercises of relaxation, and a log anxiety triggers helped these subjects decrease their 

anxiety scores significantly more than the control group that used self-help materials alone.  

Another more recently developed technique for reducing anxiety uses the age-old method of 

cognitive behavioral therapy in a different way. Riskind, Rector, and Taylor (2012) have added  

case conceptualization to the therapy to decrease patient feelings of things happening too fast for 

them to cope. The new technique aims to disprove such thoughts and show patients the reality of 

their situation through some practices like imagery rehearsal and modification, psychoeducation, 

and homework assignments of behavioral tasks. But the new technique works with imagery 

rehearsal and modification. Riskind, Rector, and Taylor found therapy session evidence of 

multiple techniques in which patients could slow down time, develop new methods to avoid 

anxiety, and identify anxiety triggers and move them further away. They discovered that when 

patients imagine the situation that they fear is coming at them too fast, they can tell patients to 

imagine that situation stopping or slowing down. Patients actually experience a reduction in 

anxiety.  

They also have these results with another procedure that Riskind, Rector, and Taylor 

discovered: time interpolation. This procedure requires patients to close their eyes for a short 

while. The therapist waits for about two minutes and tells the patient to open their eyes. The 

therapist then asks the patient how long they thought their eyes were closed for. Mostly likely, 

the patient will think they had their eyes closed for longer than they really did. When the 

therapist tells them the actual amount of time they had their eyes closed for, most patients 

experience relief at the revelation and understand that their inner sense of time and things 

moving too quickly is distorted.  
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So even though being an anxious person may bring up some trouble with close relationships 

and eye contact, it’s no reason to despair. Anxious mothers worry for a reason: motivation. And 

they pass that motivation down to their children. And whether the anxiety is from a mother, a life 

event, or any other reason, it is manageable. Psychologists have dealt with anxiety for a long 

time, so it is no surprise that they have some suggestions when the anxiety is crippling instead of 

doing its job to motivate. They are also always researching new ways to decrease overpowering 

anxiety so everyone has the opportunity to be motivated without feeling doomed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

Back, D., Yodkovik, N., Sypher-Locke, H., & Hanewinkel, M. (2008). Intrinsic motivation in  



Sheridan 7 

 

schizophrenia: Relationships to cognitive function, depression, anxiety, and personality. 

The Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 117(4), 776-787. doi: 10.1037/a0013944  

Funder, D. (2010). The Personality Puzzle. New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 

Muris, P., Brakel, A., Arnts, A., & Schouten, E. (2011). Behavioral inhibition as a risk factor for  

the development of childhood anxiety disorders: A longitudinal study. Journal of Child 

and Family Studies, 20(2), 157-170. doi: 10.1007/s10826-010-9365-8 

Riskind, J., Rector, N., & Taylor, S. (2012). Looming cognitive vulnerability to anxiety and its  

reduction in psychotherapy. Journal of Psychotherapy Integration, 22(2), 137-162. doi:  

10.1037/a0028011 

Terburg, D., Aarts, H., & van Honk, J. (2012). Memory and attention for social threat: Anxious  

hypercoding-avoidance and submissive gaze aversion. Emotion, 12(4), 666-672. doi: 

10.1037/a0027201 

Varley, R., Webb, T., & Sheeran, P. (2011). Making self-help more helpful: A randomized  

controlled trial of the impact of augmenting self-help materials with implementation 

intentions on promoting the effective self-management of anxiety symptoms. Journal of 

Consulting Psychology, 79(1), 123-128. doi: 10.1037/a0021889 

Zaider, T., Heimberg, R., & Iida, M. (2010). Anxiety disorders and intimate relationships: A  

study of daily processes in couples. The Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 119(1), 163-

173. doi: 10.1037/a0018473 

Zelkowitz, P., Na, S., Wang, T., Bardin, C., & Papageorgiou, A. (2011). Early maternal anxiety  

predicts cognitive and behavioral outcomes of VLBW children at 24 months corrected 

age. Acta Paediatrica, 100(5), 700-704. doi: 10.1111/j.1651-2227.2012.02128.x 

 


