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Preface

Concerted Efforts to Improve the Understanding and Treatment of Anxiety
Disorders

Anxiety disorders are common, usually have an early onset, often take a prolonged
course, cause much personal distress, impair everyday function, lower quality of life,
and carry a considerable economic burden. They are often ‘co-morbid’ with other
forms of mental disorder - including major depression, bipolar disorder, schizophre-
nia, substance misuse — and with physical illness, and many anxiety disorders are as-
sociated with an increased risk of self-harm. It is hard not to regard anxiety disorders
as a significant public health problem which requires the attention of health profes-
sionals and health policy makers [1].

Knowledge of the underlying causes of anxiety disorders is incomplete, and this
hinders reliable diagnosis and accurate prediction of prognosis, and the refinement
of treatment approaches. Many individuals with recognisable anxiety disorders
do not present to health professionals, or do present but are not diagnosed cor-
rectly. Even when recognised as having an anxiety disorder, the standard of care
received by many patients is less than ideal. Unfortunately, the effectiveness and
acceptability of current pharmacological and psychological treatments in real-
world clinical practice is often disappointing. It is reasonable to contend that one
way to address the current unmet public health, clinical and research needs in
anxiety disorders is through the development of independent collaborative net-
works [2].

There are many world-leading centres of research excellence within Europe,
some with clinical and research databases that are sufficiently large and detailed
to have already led to step-changing insights into anxiety disorders. But method-
ologies vary across centres, and this reduces the ability to confirm or refute new
findings. There seems much scope for developing multi-centre collaborative pa-
tient databases and for harmonising research methodologies, to bring new insights
and other perspectives on current debates about the diagnosis and treatment of
mental disorders. The European College of Neuropsychopharmacology (ECNP)
has been concerned to support the development of such independent collaborative
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international research networks of basic scientists and practising clinicians, has
established the ECNP Network Initiative (ECNP-NI) to help meet this goal,
and has adopted and supported the Anxiety Disorders Research Network (ADRN)
1].

There is a parallel need for similar networks in low- and middle-income countries.
South Africa offers many opportunities to gain additional insights into the mecha-
nisms that underlie and maintain anxiety disorders. These include access to a range
of clinical groups that allow important questions about anxiety to be explored in more
detail: such as the influence of HIV/AIDS, the effect of traumatic experiences and
societal deprivation, and role of common South African substances of abuse in pre-
cipitating and maintaining anxiety symptoms. Through its Marie Curie Actions In-
ternational Research Staff Exchange Scheme funding stream, the European Union is
supporting the Joint European South African Research Network in Anxiety Disor-
ders (EUSARNAD) programme to strengthen existing links and foster new collab-
orative research configurations, and to enhance the relevance of translational re-
search activity jointly conducted within Europe and South Africa to other developed
and developing societies [3].

Contributors to this book are drawn from participating centres within the ADRN:
many chapters include authors from a range of centres, including the University of
Cape Town in South Africa, reflecting the collaborative and international nature of
the ADRN. The early chapters provide updates on the nature and origin of anxiety
and related symptoms and insights from genetic and neuroimaging research, and
from investigations of cardiovascular and immunological factors; subsequent chap-
ters consider the early phases of anxiety disorders, and the effects of prolonged illness
before undergoing treatment; the later chapters provide succinct but comprehensive
accounts of the evidence-based pharmacological treatment of generalised anxiety
disorder, panic disorder, social anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder and
obsessive-compulsive disorder.

The development of new treatments for patients with mental disorders is often
described as being ‘in crisis’. An ECNP Summit on the future of neuropsychophar-
macological research in Europe recommended that research efforts and productiv-
ity could be enhanced by setting up and supporting specialist centres of excellence
in clinical neuroscience, experimental medicine research, and brain imaging, in
which early-phase trials could be conducted, with the accumulation of experience
and training of new researchers [4]. We believe that research networks such as the
ADRN can play a role in meeting these recommendations, whilst providing a
framework for the training of the next generation of pre-clinical and clinical re-
searchers.

Jules Angst, Zurich
David S. Baldwin, Southampton/Cape Town
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