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An xiety is often associated with fear, 

anger, panic, worry, and some-

thing to avoid. But, is anxiety always bad? The 

answer is NO! Let’s talk about anxiety- for 

better and for worse.  

The word owns a 

very bad repu-

tation and is 

viewed as 

one of  

t h e 

m o s t 

u n w e l -

c o m e d 

e m o t i o n a l 

states. But anxiety 

is not always 

bad. There is something called 

signal anxie- ty which is different 

f r o m pathological anxiety. Patho-

logical anxiety, which is seen as a problem, is 

an exaggerated state of  fear that interferes 

with functioning when a person often ac-

quires maladaptive behavioral responses. 

Thus, it is also called maladaptive anxiety. 

Now, let’s talk about the good side of  anxiety, 

signal anxiety.  

Anna Freud introduced the concept of  signal 

anxiety; she stated that it was "not directly a 

conflicted instinctual 

tension but a signal 

occurring in the 

ego of  an antic-

ipated instinc-

tual tension". 

In simple 

words, signal 

anxiety is the ear-

ly warning to the ego 

that can anticipate poten-

tial danger and react to it by de-

ploying emergency defenses. It is uncon-

scious. Ego, the part of  the human psyche 

that operates on the “reality principle” con-

sists of  “self ” and “I” (sense of  self) with the 

external world (reality). Emergency defenses 

are the ego defense mechanisms that are em-

ployed by the ego in response to a perceived 

threat.  
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Is Anxiety Bad? 
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In the book, The Ego and the Mechanisms of  

Defense (1936), Anna Freud mentioned about 

ten defense mechanisms: regression, repres-

sion, reaction-formation, isola-

tion, undoing, projection, 

introjection, turning 

against the self, rever-

sal, and sublimation. 

Each of  these de-

fense mechanisms 

works in distinc-

tive ways with the 

key goal of  pro-

tecting the ego 

from the perceived 

threat in the face of  

adversity, stress, or 

danger. Thus, the de-

fense mechanisms are the 

behavioral expression of  the reac-

tion to unconscious signal anxiety set off  by 

the ego like an alarm response to the appre-

hension of  an unconscious force (signal anxi-

ety) that threatens danger and gives rise to 

feelings of  unpleasantness.  

Various benefits of  this good side of  anxiety 

can be:  

• It keeps us motivated to take necessary ac-

tion to negate the undesirable effects of  threat 

or stress  

• It makes us cautious and aware by warning 

us about the potential threat  

• It prepares us for the future possible threats 

and worse case scenarios  

• It protects us by preparing us for action 

amid danger  

• It serves as warning signs for the areas that 

need attention  

• It helps us to be critical and analytical to re-

alize our potential to the fullest.  

Signal anxiety is the epitome that 

something unpleasurable 

within us needs attention 

in the form of  ego 

defense mecha-

nisms. Experienc-

ing signal anxiety 

is very normal 

and it is hard-

wired in every 

one of  us which 

emerges in terms 

of  bodily sensa-

tions within us. 

Such sensations can be 

confused with the signs 

of  pathological anxiety which 

is often distressful. This is what 

makes anxiety a misunderstood emotion. 

Therefore, anxiety is a double-edged sword 

that has both positive and negative sides. 
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