A Primary Care Toolkit for Managing Anxiety

Anxiety is one of the most common reasons patients visit primary care. But when time is tight
and access to mental health services is limited, as a physician you may need tools you can use
right in the exam room. Here’s a compact toolkit to help you identify, support, and manage
anxiety—even if your patient doesn’t meet full diagnostic criteria.

Screen Briefly but Effectively

Use tools you can administer and score quickly:
e GAD-7 (Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7): Simple and validated for primary care.
e PHQ-4: Combines 2-item anxiety and depression screen.

e Ask functional questions:
“How is this worry affecting your sleep, work, or relationships?”

Pro Tip: A GAD-7 score of 5-9 = mild, 10—-14 = moderate, 15+ = severe. Use functional
impairment to guide treatment decisions.

Use Supportive, Stigma-Free Language
Normalize anxiety as a common part of life that can become unmanageable.
Try:
o “Lots of people deal with anxiety, especially when life is overwhelming.”
e “Even without a diagnosis, your stress deserves support.”
e “You're not overreacting—your nervous system is doing its job a little too well.”
A 3-Step Flow in the Exam Room
1. Name it: “Sounds like anxiety is showing up here.”
2. Normalize it: “Lots of people feel this way—Ilet’s look at what helps.”

3. Next step it: “We can try this tool today and follow up in 4 weeks.”

Use the B.O.L.D Framework for Brief Interventions
In a 10—15 minute visit, use the BOLD approach:

Breathe — Box breathing (inhale—hold—exhale—hold: 4 seconds each). Do it together for 1 min.



Observe — Help patient observe and label thoughts: “It’s just a worry, not a fact.”

Limit — Identify a small, manageable behavioral goal to improve anxiety (e.g., 5-min walk ).

Discuss — Normalize anxiety and offer follow-up or community resources.

Recommend Low-Barrier Self-Management Resources

Here are free, evidence-based tools you can suggest in 1 sentence:

Anxiety Canada: www.anxietycanada.com — CBT tools & mindfulness app (MindShift)

BounceBack Ontario: Free coaching + videos for adults & teens

MoodGym: www.moodgym.com.au — Interactive CBT modules

CMHA & ConnexOntario: Directories for local counseling and support

Know When to Refer

Refer to mental health services if:

No improvement after 2—3 medication trials

Symptoms are affecting safety (e.g., panic attacks while driving) or functioning (e.g.,
trouble going to work, not being able to manage household tasks)

Co-occurring depression, substance use, PTSD, or trauma history

Youth presenting with somatic symptoms (e.g., stomach aches, headaches)

If community resources are full, consider:

Psychiatry consult letters (OHIP-billable)
Integrated mental health teams or OHT referrals
Short-term local therapy networks (e.g., family health teams)

A private mental health or psychology clinic


https://www.anxietycanada.com/
https://www.moodgym.com.au/

