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Understanding hangxiety: The link between alcohol and

anxiety

Devraj Singh Chouhan

Faculty of Nursing, Parul University, Vadodara, Gujarat, India

Dear Editor,

Alcohol consumption is a common social activity, yet its after-
effects can be distressing. Beyond the typical symptoms of a
hangover—such as headache, nausea, and fatigue—many in-
dividuals experience heightened anxiety the day after drink-
ing. This phenomenon, commonly referred to as "hangxiety,"
can range from mild unease to severe panic attacks.! Under-
standing the mechanisms behind hangxiety is crucial for de-
veloping effective coping strategies.

Alcohol affects neurotransmitters by initially enhancing gam-
ma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) activity, promoting relaxation
and reducing anxiety.'"? However, as alcohol leaves the sys-
tem, GABA levels drop while glutamate activity rises, lead-
ing to increased brain excitability and heightened anxiety."
Additionally, alcohol disrupts the hypothalamic-pituitary-a-
drenal (HPA) axis, causing a surge in cortisol levels post-con-
sumption, which contributes to stress and restlessness. Fur-
thermore, alcohol-induced sleep disturbances, particularly
reduced REM sleep, impair emotional regulation and can
worsen anxiety symptoms the next day, creating a cycle of
physiological and neurochemical imbalance.’#

Frequent episodes of hangxiety can contribute to chronic
anxiety and depression, exacerbating mental health issues
over time.”! Alcohol-induced anxiety also places strain on the
cardiovascular system, temporarily increasing heart rate and
blood pressure. Additionally, the combination of stress and
poor sleep weakens the immune system, making individuals
more vulnerable to illness.” Cognitive functions such as deci-
sion-making and concentration may also be impaired due to

poor emotional regulation and heightened brain excitability.
7 In the long term, persistent hangxiety can signal an underly-
ing anxiety disorder or problematic drinking habits, highlight-
ing the need for intervention and lifestyle adjustments.

Individuals with anxiety-prone personalities or a history of so-
cial anxiety disorder are more susceptible to hangxiety, as their
baseline stress levels heighten the rebound effect.® Drinking
patterns and alcohol expectancy also play a role, with those
who consume alcohol to ease social anxiety experiencing in-
tensified anxiety once its effects subside.®! Additionally, ge-
netic predisposition and environmental stressors can further
amplify post-drinking anxiety, making some individuals more
vulnerable to its impact than others.”

Practicing moderation and mindful drinking by limiting alco-
hol intake and avoiding binge drinking can help reduce the
severity of hangxiety.”'% Staying hydrated and replenishing
lost electrolytes also aids in alleviating hangover symptoms
and supporting overall recovery. Additionally, mental health
strategies such as mindfulness, deep breathing exercises,
and therapy can be effective in managing alcohol-related
anxiety."" In more severe cases, medical intervention may
be necessary to address both anxiety and potential alcohol
dependence, ensuring a comprehensive approach to pre-
vention and coping.l'?

This letter equips psychiatric nurses with a better understand-
ing of how alcohol affects neurotransmitter activity, including
the suppression of GABA (Gamma-Aminobutyric Acid) during
consumption and the rebound overstimulation of glutamate
during withdrawal.'"Z Such biochemical effects can lead to
acute anxiety symptoms, reinforcing cycles of alcohol depen-
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dence as individuals seek to self-medicate their anxiety. Psy-
chiatric nurses can use this knowledge to educate patients
about the risk of "hangxiety" and how alcohol exacerbates
anxiety symptoms in the long term.

The letter also emphasizes the importance of recognizing
hangxiety as a symptom of potential alcohol dependence or
an early warning sign of alcohol use disorder (AUD).*'? Psy-
chiatric nurses can incorporate this understanding into their
assessments, identifying patients who may be struggling with
both anxiety disorders and substance misuse. By tailoring in-
terventions to address both issues simultaneously, nurses can
enhance the effectiveness of treatment plans, including Cog-
nitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), medication management,
and psychoeducation.!"

Additionally, the insights from this letter underscore the
need for psychiatric nurses to promote alternative coping
strategies for anxiety—such as mindfulness, stress reduction
techniques, and support groups—while fostering an envi-
ronment of trust and empathy for patients battling alcohol-
related challenges.l'>'
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