Anxiety — a basic guide for parents/carers

All babies and children from time to time will experience some fear or anxiety.
They might do so when they come up against challenging tasks, unfamiliar
people (known as stranger anxiety) or when they are separated from their main
caregiver (known as separation anxiety).

Children might also feel anxious when faced with new situations such starting
nursery, moving house or the birth of a sibling.

Whilst it is possible for a child to suffer from acute anxiety, some occasional
anxiety is completely normal for most children.

6 signs that your toddler/child may be experiencing anxiety

They may become tearful, clingy or irritable

They might become out of control during outbursts
They could be having difficulty sleeping

They could start waking in the night

They could be having bad dreams

They might start to wet the bed
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7 ways to support children and young people who are worried

These are informed by a Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) approach to
managing anxiety. CBT is one of the therapeutic approaches which is most
commonly used to treat anxiety and depression. It is recognised by the NHS
NICE guidelines as a suitable evidence-based treatment.

CBT can help people to manage their feelings or problems by changing the way
that people think and behave. It offers a practical approach which aims to help
people tackle problems that can feel overwhelming by breaking them down into
smaller parts and by challenging negative thinking and/or behavioural patterns
in order to improve the way that they feel.



1 Create a space for
conversation

Demonstrate that you are available to
talk but don't force the conversation at
the wrong time as this may feel

intrusive. Be open and consistently

2 Demonstrate calm

Try to model a calm and measured
response. We know that children are
good at noticing when others around
them are anxious and will watch the
behaviour of others to work out
whether they too should feel anxious
themselves. Even if you're feeling
anxious on the inside, you can help the
young person by remaining calm on the
outside. This will help to reassure them
that things might be difficult, but they
are manageable.

available, allowing conversation to flow
when the young person is ready and
willing to talk. Children and young
people often find it easier to talk while
doing another activity, such as drawing,
going for a walk or baking.

3 Empathise and validate

We often want to reassure children, and to help find solutions to make them feel
better, but first, spend time listening to the young person, ask them questions, and
show an interest in viewing things from their perspective. Be accepting of their
worry, anger and sadness about how things are at present. Try to avoid early
reassurance which can often sound like "everything's fine". Recognise that these
kinds of feelings are common and understandable. Explain that, although the
physical feelings we experience in our bodies when we are anxious can be
unpleasant, they are normal.

4 Introduce alternative perspectives and ways of thinking

A worry is a thought, not necessarily a fact. Listen to the young person and try to
understand exactly what they are concerned about. What exactly are they worried
about, and are their worries likely to happen, if so, what would it mean if they did?
Exploring alternative ways of looking at things might help to put worries into
perspective and in turn result in less anxiety-provoking conclusions.



Reduce environmental
stresses

Help the young person to consider and
recognise what makes anxiety worse, for
example constant exposure to stressful
stimuli such as too much social
media/news, and the withdrawal of daily

activities which may have previously
provided support. Try to keep to a routine,

with activities throughout the day (e.g. ,
schoolwork, exercise, relaxing, keeping in g
touch with friends and sleep). However,
don't add pressure if they seem
overwhelmed. Instead, emphasise the

importance of self-care and being kind to
themselves.
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6 Problem solving and coping

Focus on emphasising confidence in the young person'’s ability to cope and engage
them in helping to think about different strategies. For example;

(a) Future and action orientation: '...so what are we going to do about this?
We can't do X...butwecando Y...'

(b) Holding the hope: that somehow this situation may make space for
something different and better to happen.

(c) Keeping up healthy habits — school and domestic routines.

7 Check-in and monitor progress

A critical part of the process is to carefully observe the impact of
any suggestions/changes in approach with the young person.
This could be done using an Anxiety Thermometer which is based
on the child's response; 0 being calm and content to 10 being
extremely anxious, hopefully by taking these steps the young

person’s Anxiety Thermometer will reduce over time.




Separation anxiety

If a child is separated from their regular care-giver it's also normal for them to experience anxiety. This reaction
normally kicks in at six months when parents usually start returning to work, and it can go on in some form during
the pre-school years. It can make going to sleep, separating from parents, or settling in at nursery or school very
difficult at times.

As with stranger anxiety, if you and the child’s parents and carers respond consistently with understanding and
reassurance, babies and children will learn to feel braver and confident when they are on their own.

For more detailed information and tips on how to manage separation anxiety see our separate section on Sleep,
Separation Anxiety and_Relationship with keyworkers).

Fear and Phobias

It is common for pre-school-age children to develop specific fears or phobias, for example, animals, insects, water,
and the dark. A phobia is an extreme fear which causes a lot of distress and affects the child's life significantly. For
example, a fear of dogs would be called a phobia if it means that a child refuses ever to go to the park to play.

2 tips on helping children with phobias

1. Take the phobia seriously: The good news is that phobias usually go away on their own. But while they're
happening, it's very important to take them seriously so that the child feels understood and supported.

2. Encourage the child to talk about the phobia, and work on it together: Help the child to talk about their anxiety

and come up with ways of managing the fear together. This allows children to feel secure and crucially helps
them to identify, articulate, and manage their emotions as they grow up.

The information outlined above as well as further advice is available here:

Anxiety in early years children | Early Years In Mind | Anna Freud Centre



https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/common-difficulties/anxiety/

