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Anxiety Disorders versus Adjustment Disorders 

 A person throughout their life will have a variety of experiences that will cause them to 

experience fear and stress.  Some people will experience higher levels of stress to incidents that 

may cause others to not experience as much stress.  There are also a different levels of 

experiences that may be considered outside what one would consider normal life experiences, 

and it is within these topics of stress levels, fears, and life experiences that the distinct 

characteristics of anxiety distorders and adjustment disorders appear.   

The DSM-V states in part, “Anxiety disorders include disorders that share features of 

excessive fear and anxiety and related behavioral disturbances” (APA, 2013, p. 189).  And, the 

fear and anxiety experienced is markedly more than what would be developmentally expected 

(APA, 2013). Alternatively, adjustment disorders have diagnostic features that include “The 

presence of emotional and behavioral symptoms in response to an identifiable stressor…”(APA, 

2013, p. 287).  Anxiety disorders unlike adjustment disorders may not have an identifiable 

stressor that causes the symptoms, whereas adjustment disorders have a stressor or multiple 

stressors that are identified as being the source of experienced symptoms.   

Development of an adjustment disorder is marked by symptoms that develop 

approximately 3 to 6 months after the experienced stressor.  And, anxiety disorder may not have 

a specific stressor that is defined to mark the course of development of symptoms.  Although, 

there are categories of anxiety disorders that do have onset that begins after stress causing events, 

but it is not required of all anxiety disorders.  Notably, both anxiety disorders and adjustment 

disorders have criteria that focus on the proportion of fear and anxiety to a given stressor, and 

how the experienced symptoms impact one’s daily life.   



3 

 

Adjustment disorders may have anxiety type symptoms marked by nervousness, worry, 

and separation anxiety after a specific event, but anxiety disorders do not require a specific event 

for diagnosis of an anxiety disorder.  Risk factors for adjustment disorders are also different than 

anxiety disorder in that environmental factors plays a greater part in the creation of stressors that 

may be experienced by an individual or family.  Further, unlike anxiety disorder, adjustment 

disorder symptoms tend to disapate or disappear after the stressor ends (Hooley, Butcher, Nock, 

& Mineka, 2017).  Further, anxiety disorders have their own chapter in the DSM-5, and 

adjustment disorders are a subcategory of trauma and stressor related disorders along with PTSD 

and acute stress disorder (Hooley et al., 2017).  And, lastly, the treatment options for each 

disorder will likely be different.   

Factors that complicant diagnosis of either of these disorders include: age of onset of 

symptoms, environmental impacts, sourcing an event that may have caused the symptoms being 

experienced, as well as comorbity of other mental illnesses.  In the case of Tony, he has been 

unemployed for a period of 16 months, and reports missing his old routine of getting up in the 

morning and heading to work.  On its face, Tony may appear to be depressed, but given that his 

feelings of dwindling hope are based upon a known stressor of unemployment, adjustment 

disorder may be a more appropriate diagnosis.  Unemployment can have serious long term effects 

on an individual, as well as on their family (Hooley et al., 2017).  Adjustment disorders are more 

likely to occur in more disadvantage areas of the country due to rates of unemployment, and lack 

of education, training, and job opportunities.   

In conclusion, anxiety disorders and adjustment disorders have many similarities and 

differences that can make it challenging for an accurate diagnosis and in turn, proper treatment 

for the patient suffereing from symptoms of either disorder.  A stressful event is one of the 



4 

 

biggest distinctions between the two diagnosis, and when the symptoms started to occur.  

Further, environment plays a very big role in adjustment disorder as compared to anxiety 

disorders because of the likelihood of experiencing a tragic or stressful event rises when people 

are in low socioeconomic or high crime areas.   
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