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Aims for today 

To explore factors 

involved in the 

development and 

maintenance of 

anxiety in children 

To help you 

understand what 

anxiety in children 

looks like 

 

To briefly 

introduce 

strategies for 

managing anxiety 

in children 



Healthy Coping Unwell Struggling 

Mental Health is a Spectrum.. 

Healthy Coping Unwell Struggling 



What is anxiety? 

• Normal response to something stressful 

• Fears are a normal part of growing up and a sign your child is 
starting to make sense of the world.  

• It is an adaptive response to danger. We feel anxiety when our 
fight, flight freeze response is triggered.  

 

Becomes a problem 
when it causes a 
problem 
 



Anxiety during COVID-19 
 

 

• Virus/infection related anxiety 

• Uncertainty and constant change 

• Education and learning related anxiety 

• Adapting to a new way of life 

• Social isolation and lack of engagement with the 

outside world 

• Stories and images on TV, Social Media, and in the 

community  

• Changes in our behaviour 
• Family worries 

 

 



What is Anxiety?  

How do we describe it? 

Anxiety is an unpleasant feeling that we all experience at 
times. It is a normal reaction to stressful situations. 
It is a word often used to describe when we feel…  
 
Uptight   Irritable   Tense 
 
Worried   Scared   Nervous 
 
Upset   Bothered  Troubled 
 
Apprehensive  Afraid   Stressed 



Facts about anxiety 

• Anxiety disorders are among the most common 
mental, emotional, and behavioural problems to 
occur 
 

• About 13 of every 100 children and adolescents 
ages 9 to 17 experience some kind of anxiety 
disorder 
 

• Girls are affected more than boys.   
 

• About 50% of children and adolescents with anxiety 
disorders have a 2nd anxiety disorder or other 
mental/behavioral disorder 
 

• Anxiety disorders may coexist with physical health 
conditions as well 



What is anxiety? 

Over-estimating danger 

and under-estimating 

ability to cope 

 

Thoughts Feelings Behaviours 

 Anger, shame or guilt  or 

physical sensations in the 

body that prepare the 

body to react to danger 

Behaviour aimed at 

helping anticipate or avoid 

danger -seeking lots of 

reassurance  or resisting  

Anxiety has three characteristics: 



Thoughts 

There might be a 

burglar in my room 

Mum might not be able 

to hear me calling for 

help  

Behaviours 
Procrastinating going to bed 

 

Asking parent/carer to go 

with them upstairs and to sit 

with them while they fall 

asleep 

Physical sensations 

Tummy aches 

Headaches 

Heart pacing 

Jittery 

Feelings 

Nervous 

Worried 

Scared 

Sad 

Fear of going to 
bed  



What is Anxiety?  
Signs of Anxiety in Children 

 
• Extremely shy, timid and clinging 
• Difficulties mixing with other children 
• Difficulties sleeping or nightmares 
• Repeated complaints of headache or tummy ache 
• Constantly asking if things are all right or other ways of 

asking for reassurance 
• Reduced attendance at school 
• Panic attacks 
• Over compliance  
• Restlessness, jumping between activities 
• Attention seeking behaviour 
• Hyper-vigilance 
• Bedwetting 

 



Development stages and anxiety 

Age Developmental stage Fears and worries 

0-6 months Sensory Strong sensory stimuli (e.g. loud 
noises); loss of support 

6-12 months Sensori-motor:  cause and effect; object-constancy Strangers; separation from care givers 

2-4 years Pre-operational thinking: imagination, but limited 
distinction between fantasy and reality 

Imaginary creatures; potential burglars; 
the dark 

5-7 years Concrete operational thinking: Concrete, logical 
thinking 

Natural disasters; injury/illness/death; 
animals; media-based fears 

8-11 years Self esteem based on academic and athletic 
abilities 

Poor academic and athletic 
performance 

12-18 years Formal operational thinking: meta-thinking and 
anticipation of future dangers. Self esteem based 
on peer relationships  

Peer rejection; world issues 



Brain Development and Emotions 

• As children grow up they begin to make links between the 
emotional aspects of their brain and their higher level logical 
reasoning skills.  

• They are able to express in words what they feel and 
articulate feelings through language rather than behaviour 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjwnKbzgOvhAhW7WxUIHYn6DIYQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/vitality/201306/parenting-and-the-amazing-teen-brain-part-1&psig=AOvVaw0SzI_TMEyaOw2UOyMIT_B7&ust=1556273549417371


Common Worries or Fears  
Age 8-11 Years 



 Anxiety: Impact on behaviour 
• Avoiding doing something because we are worried 

about how it will turn out 
• Difficulties focusing 
• Making more mistakes 
• Becoming more defensive 
• Emotional outbursts more likely 
• Reduced confidence 
• Interests diminish 
• Low energy 
• Disrupted sleep 
• Shifts responsibility to others 
• Loss of problem solving skills 
 





Communicating Feelings 
As children get older they develop in their ability to identify emotions within 
their body, label these and use words to express how they feel and 
communicate their needs to others around them.  

 

It is important to remember that children’s emotional brains are still 
developing and they might struggle  particularly with communicating big 
feelings. Children often use behaviour rather than words to express to us how 
they are feeling. 

 

Children have four developmental needs: to feel safe, to feel independent, to 
feel valued and to have a sense of community. They might need your support 
to meet one of them.  

 



When do you know anxiety is a 

problem?  

Academics 

 

We can work out when anxiety has become a problem by considering 

it’s impact on your child’s life and if it is stopping them from doing what 

they (or you) should be doing 

Areas that can be affected include their: 

Social life Mood 

 

 



What is keeping the anxiety 

going? 

It’s helpful to understand what has caused anxiety but not 
essential. What is more important to the treatment process is 
to understand what is maintaining your child’s anxiety. 
 
like a car stuck in the mud, we want to sort out what is 
stopping the car from moving on, not what got you stuck 
there in the first place.  



What keeps anxiety going? 

There are two common maintenance cycles in anxiety: 

1. Things children do to help and protect themselves 

2. Things people around them do to try and help and 

protect them  



What others do 
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Kd43

CoSmy88  



What can we do to 
support Anxiety? 



Strategies to manage anxiety 

7. Managing your child’s 
worry 

8. Managing your own 
worries 

4. Encourage brave 
behaviours/ testing our 

anxious expectations 
5. Problem-solving 

6. Promote and build 
independence  

3. Help your child 
recognise and stand up 

to anxious thoughts 

2. Educate your child on 
anxiety 

1. Containment 



Helping children to understand and 
express their feelings 

• It can be helpful to encourage your child to identify how different 
emotions feel within their body. 

 

• Once we have identified an emotion we can use words to describe 
how we feel.  

 

• Help them to have words for different emotions through talking 
about your feelings and naming your own emotions.  

 

• Try to help your child to name what emotions you think they might 
be experiencing. Sometimes validating emotions in the moment can 
help but sometimes it’s best to wait until things are calm.   

 



If a child finds it hard to talk.. 
 
 



Containment 
• Containment is where a person receives and understands 

the emotional communication of another without being 
overwhelmed by it and communicates this back to the other 
person. This process can restore the ability to think in the 
other person. 

 

• Our role may be to help children contain their anxieties and 

stresses.  
 

 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiqxbzNtY_eAhUB1RoKHWdRDJAQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.cambridgemaths.org/news/view/geometry-research-russian-dolls/&psig=AOvVaw0kpsmVBXyHkQeey8acYxCc&ust=1539932449743985


Helping children with their worries 

• Be aware of your own anxieties 

• Try to understand their worry 

 Be curious, ask questions, listen carefully   

• Acknowledge their fears 

• Help them to feel understood and that worries are normal 

 

• If the worry is excessive/unrealistic, help the child to challenge it 

 A worry is a thought not necessarily a fact 

 Gently correct any misunderstandings they may have 

 Help the child to evaluate the anxious thought and generate a more 
realistic, helpful one 

 E.g. What exactly are they worried about? How likely is it that their worry will happen? What 
else might happen? If their worry did come true what would that mean? What could they do 
to cope with this? How would other people be able to help? 

 

 



• Is this worry something they can do anything about? 

Yes…. 

 Help the child to feel in control where they can 

 There may be practical steps they can take; problem-solve together 

 If their worry is realistic, think about what they can still do and what 
others are doing to help 

No…. 

 “Worry means you suffer twice” 

 Support them to gradually learn to tolerate that worry and focus on 
other things 

 Let them know it’s not their responsibility - adults  are working on it 

 Help them distract themselves in fun and absorbing activities 

 

• Look out for unhelpful behaviours: gradually reduce, small steps 

• Highlight the good things and their strengths 



Help them to 
understand their 

emotions by naming 
them 

Be curious- ask 
questions and make 
suggestions rather 

than giving answers 
Be empathetic, check 
your understanding 
and normalise their 

worries 

Pick your moment 

Children might find this difficult! 

Top tips to help… 

  

Make it fun and 
rewarding 



Helpful Responses 

I know it feels scary, why 
don’t we plan how we’re 
going to say hello again 

when I pick you up? 



Less helpful responses 

Let’s not do 
that again  

You’ll be fine 



Strategies to help reduce anxiety 



Mindfulness 



Strategies to help reduce anxiety 
Balloon breathing: https://kidshelpphone.ca/get-info/breathing-balloon 

Belly Breathing 



Strategies to help reduce anxiety 

Sensory Bottles or Calming Down Bottles 
 
 

A sensory bottle can offer a valuable focus or distraction to a child 
whilst they calm down from an overwhelming emotional 
experience.  



Strategies to help reduce anxiety 

3 minute 
moan 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj3us3m8NDcAhVGvxoKHXc9BqcQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www1.flightrising.com/forums/adopt/1761414/18&psig=AOvVaw1VnpwLWIMrgjlVS3UmTQ6y&ust=1533385638280625
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiI7YyliJDeAhVMUhoKHf8BCgQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://getdrawings.com/people-talking-clipart&psig=AOvVaw3jQW7wRcH4X59WIirof1cM&ust=1539954598183162


Cosmic Kids Peace Out Guided Relaxation for Kids - Starfish 
https://youtu.be/a1dgkivX9-A 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

https://youtu.be/a1dgkivX9-A
https://youtu.be/a1dgkivX9-A
https://youtu.be/a1dgkivX9-A
https://youtu.be/a1dgkivX9-A
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Useful reading: 

Creswell, C. and Willetts, L 

(2019). Helping your child with 

fears and worries: A guide self-

help guide for parents. London: 

Robinson. 



Resources 

Little Parachutes – www.littleparachutes.com 

The Incredible Years  

Worry Monsters 

 

http://www.littleparachutes.com/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Incredible-Years-Carolyn-Webster-Stratton/dp/1892222043
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwirkJyZ4_jkAhVNXRoKHXAkCl4QjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https://www.amazon.co.uk/Worry-Monster-Plush-Soft-orange/dp/B010NDN2IU&psig=AOvVaw0YCRFWPTQXwqYL2YEtm2x0&ust=1569940742380868


Who else can help? 



Thank you for coming! 


