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Introduction

Anxiety is a normal human feeling. We all experience it when faced with situations we find threatening or
difficult.

People often call this feeling stress but the word “stress” can be used to mean two different things — on
the one hand, the things that make us anxious and on the other, our reaction to them. This makes it a
confusing word.

When our anxiety is a result of a continuing problem, such as money difficulties, we call it worry. Ifitis a
sudden response to an immediate threat, like looking over a cliff edge or being confronted with an angry
dog, we call it fear.

Normally both fear and worry can be helpful, helping us to avoid dangerous situations, making us alert
and giving us the motivation to deal with problems. However if the feelings become too strong or go on
for too long, they can stop us from doing the things we want to and can make our lives miserable.

As parents it may be difficult for us to find out the cause of worry or stress in our children or adolescents
but we can often start to work on reducing the symptoms and signs without always knowing the root
cause.

A phobia , on the other hand, is a fear of particular situations or things that are not dangerous and which
most people do not find troublesome.

Symptoms
Anxiety
Feeling worried all the time Irregular heartbeats
Feeling tired (Palpitations)
In the Unable to concentrate In the Sweating
mind Feeling irritable body Muscle tension/pains
Sleeping badly Breathing heavily
Dizziness
Faintness
Indigestion
Diarrhoea

These symptoms are easily mistaken by anxious people for evidence of serious physical illness — their
worrying about it can make the symptoms even worse. With children or young people we are not going
to know about some of these symptoms unless they specifically tell us.

Sudden unexpected surges of anxiety are called panic , and usually lead to the person having to quickly
get out of whatever situation they happen to be in. Anxiety and panic are often accompanied by feelings
of depression, when we feel sad and see the future as bleak and hopeless.

Generalised Anxiety Disorder

Generalised Anxiety Disorder, or GAD, is characterised by excessive, exaggerated anxiety and worry
about everyday life events. People with symptoms of GAD tend to always expect the worst. They can’t
stop worrying about health, money, family, work or school. Often the worry is unrealistic or out of
proportion for the situation. Daily life becomes a constant source of worry, fear and dread.




Eventually the anxiety so dominates the person’s thinking that it interferes with daily functioning,
including work, school attendance and performance, social activities and relationships.

People with GAD may suffer from muscle tensions, headaches, nausea or tiredness, and may have
trouble falling asleep or staying asleep.

Phobias

A person with a phobia has intense symptoms of anxiety, as described above, but they only arise
from time to time in the particular situations that frighten them. At other times they don't feel anxious
at all. If you have a phobia of spiders, you will feel fine if there are no spiders around; if you are
scared of heights, you will be fine with your feet planted firmly at ground level and if you can’t face
social situations you will feel calm when there are no crowds of people around.

A phobia will lead the sufferer to avoid situations in which they know they will be anxious, but this
could actually make the phobia worse as time goes on. It can also mean that the person’s life
becomes increasingly dominated by precautions they have to take to avoid the situation they fear.
Adult sufferers usually know that there is no real danger but children often believe there is. They
may feel silly about their fear, but they are still unable to control it.

Children and young people at different ages may develop phobias about different things.

At ages 2-4 there’s more likely to be fear of animals, loud noises, being left alone, inconsistent
discipline, toilet training, bath, bedtime, monsters and ghosts, bed wetting, disabled people, death
and injury.

At ages 4-6 this may be fear of darkness and imaginary creatures. Also at this age there’s often fear
of animals, bedtime, monsters and ghosts. Other fears, such as fear of strangers seem to be
persistent. 'Stranger fear' would probably be called 'shyness', while fear of snakes tends not to
decrease much, if at all, during this period. Children at this age may also fear loss of a parent, death,
injury and divorce.

Beyond these ages, irrational fears tend to decline rapidly, though there may be further peaks to do
with other situations, e.g. ages 9-11: fear of school; fear of blood and injury.

Older children tend to worry more about death and related topics such as nuclear war. Up to age 11
boys and girls tend to be equally represented in the ‘fear tables'; after age 11 boys lose their fears
more rapidly than girls.

Teenagers may often suffer from social phobia . They tend to be worried about how they look, what
other people think of them, how they get on with people in general, but especially about how they
get on with the opposite sex (or same sex dependent on their sexuality). They could find it difficult to
eat in front of someone from the opposite/same sex. At the heart of this anxiety is their belief that
other people will notice their anxiety and that this will make them look foolish or stupid.

These worries can usually be dealt with by talking about them.

However, if the worries are too strong, other people may notice that they are doing badly at school,
behaving differently, or feeling physically unwell.

If a child or teenager feels so anxious or fearful that it is spoiling their life, it's a good thing to ask the
family doctor to look into it.

Bear in mind that as a parent you will not necessarily get to find out what the problem is that your
teenager is dealing with, unless they decide to tell you themselves. That doesn’t mean you can'’t be
supportive by letting them know you’re there for them if they need you.



Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)

OCD is when someone has recurrent and unwanted ideas and impulses (obsessions) and an urge or
compulsion to relieve the discomfort caused by the obsession. If you have obsessive thoughts this
means that certain words or ideas keep coming into your mind automatically. This can make you feel
anxious, particularly if the thoughts are unpleasant or frightening. For example, some people have
repeated thoughts about germs causing diseases. In order to cope with the anxiety they start to do
things over and over again to get rid of the thoughts, like washing their hands again and again. OCD
behaviours are senseless, repetitive, distressing and sometimes harmful, and they are very difficult to
overcome.

For children with OCD, mornings and evenings can often be the worst times.

In the morning, they feel they must do their rituals right, or the rest of the day will not go well.

Meanwhile, they are often being rushed out of the door by parents so they will be on time for school.
This combination of factors leads to them feeling pressured, stressed, and irritable. In the evenings, they
feel compelled to finish all of their compulsive rituals before they go to bed. They know they must get
their homework done and take care of any chores they have been given. Some children stay up late
because of their OCD, and are often exhausted the following day.

Panic Attacks

Panic attacks are very scary. They often come out of the blue. Most people describe a sudden
overwhelming sense of anxiety, fast breathing, racing heart and often feeling faint or thinking they are
going to pass out. If your child experiences repeated panic attacks in different situations this is known as
a panic disorder and you should talk to your family doctor about this.

Are phobias common?

About one in every ten people will have troublesome anxiety or phobias at some point in their lives.
However most will never feel that they need treatment or help with them.

Everyone, from the youngest child to the oldest adult, experiences anxieties and fears at one time or
another. Feeling anxious in a particularly uncomfortable situation never feels very good. However, with
children, such feelings are not only normal, they're also necessary. Experiencing and dealing with
anxieties can prepare young people to handle the unsettling experiences and challenging situations of
life.

Causes

Some of us seem to be born with a tendency to be anxious — research suggests that it can be inherited
through our genes. However, even people who are not naturally anxious can become anxious if they are
put under enough pressure.

Sometimes the causes of anxiety are obvious. When the problem disappears, so does the anxiety, but
there are some circumstances that are so upsetting and threatening that the anxiety they cause can go
on long after the event. These are usually life threatening situations like car crashes, train crashes or
fires. The people involved may feel nervous and anxious for months or years after the event — even if
they were physically unharmed.

This is part of what we now call post-traumatic stress disorder.
Sometimes anxiety can be caused by the use of street drugs like amphetamines, Ecstasy or by smoking

marijuana. Even the caffeine in coffee can be strong enough to make some of us feel uncomfortably
anxious.



Yet sometimes it may not be clear at all why a particular person feels anxious because it is due to a
mixture of their personality, the things that have happened to them or life changes such as
pregnancy.

Helping children with anxiety and phobias

If we are put under a lot of pressure, we may feel anxious and fearful much of the time. This is the
same for children. We usually cope with these feelings because we know what is causing them and
we know when the situation will end. For instance, most adults would feel very anxious before taking
a driving test, but we can cope because we know that the feelings will disappear once the test is
over.

Talking about the problem

This can help with children. For instance if your child is afraid of the dark you might use a night light
to help them through this. Talk about the shapes the shadows make on the wall or how things look
different at night. If they were afraid of dogs you might verbalise the fear for them “I know dogs can
be scary because they can jump up and they have big teeth but this one lives right next door and he
just wants to be your friend.”

For children with a fear of the dark
- Read stories, or make up your own stories, about children bravely, or humorously,
conquering their fear of the dark, or shadows, or monsters - whatever fear your child faces.
Tuck your child's sheets around them snugly.
Give them something warm to drink to calm and soothe them before bed.
Move or remove a light that your child thinks throws frightening shadows on the walls.
Help them make a sign for the door, such as "No monsters allowed!"
Make a thorough search of the room part of your bedtime ritual.
Tell your child that any monsters would be more scared of them and they have the power to
frighten them away.

Treatment

Phobias, like other anxiety disorders, can be effectively treated. Treatment should always be based
on a comprehensive evaluation of the child and family. Treatment recommendations may include
individual or cognitive behavioral therapy for the child (focused on helping the child learn new ways
to control anxiety and panic attacks when/if they do occur), family therapy, and consultation with the
child's school. Some children may also benefit from treatment with medication - specifically,
medications to stop the occurrence of panic attacks. As parents we play a vital supportive role in any
treatment process.

In general
Listen to children’s worries, and treat their fears seriously. Don't make fun of them or treat them as

unimportant, as this will stop them from telling you about them.

Young people may be embarrassed about talking about some things with parents. Instead, they may
spend hours on the phone talking to friends about their clothes, social situations and the opposite
sex. These discussions may seem like a waste of time to parents, but the support that they give can
be of major importance to the young people.

Be available to give your children information if they ask for it. Help them look at situations and
choices in a calm, thoughtful way so that they can make wise decisions. Help them gain confidence
in their ability to make decisions and of finding useful ways of coping. Give encouragement for
thinking for themselves — don't always provide the answers or "know better". It is best to not try and
fix things for them or tell them how to do it, but rather to listen and help them learn to solve problems
for themselves.



If you think that your child or young person's anxieties are becoming so unreal or so strong that they are
interfering with their daily life, then it could be useful to suggest that they talk with a counsellor, such as
a school counsellor, or for you to discuss the situation with a professional.

Other support and contacts

Check out the following websites:

www.asksid.net (type Anxiety and Phobias into the keyword box)

www.healthcentral.com (type Anxiety and Phobias into the search bar)

www.mentalhealth.org.uk (type Anxiety and Phobias into the search bar)

www.youngminds.org.uk (put Phobia in the search bar)

www.panicattacks.co.uk

www.anxietycare.org.uk

www.babcp.com (to find a local therapist, click on “find a therapist” and select your
location and speciality)
www.thecalmzone.net (Help for boys and young men aged 16-35 years suffering from
depression and low self esteem.)

Reading

From the SIL Library:

The Complete Secrets of Happy Children by Steve Biddulph
“ ...this book tell you everything you need to know about raising happy, healthy, confident children, from
newborn to teenagers.”

Coping with an Anxious or Depressed Child: a guide for parents & carers by Sam Cartwright-
Hatton

Confident Children by Gael Lindenfield
“ ...the best selling book that helps your child build self-assurance”

Don’t Pop Your Cork on Mondays [the children’s anti -stress book] by Adolph Moser
(this is great for younger children mainly)

Coming soon to the SIL Library:

Happy Kids: Understanding Childhood Depression & Ho w to Nurture a Happy, Well-balanced
Child by Alexandra Massey

School Phobia, Panic Attacks & Anxiety in Children by Marianna Csoti



Mental Health & Growing Up: Factsheets for Parents, Teachers & Young People by Gillian
Rose, et al.

Other reading:

“Managing Anxiety & Depression — a self help guide” (N Holdsworth et al. Published by the
Mental Health Foundation June 1999)

“Overcoming Panic” (D Silove & V Manicavasgar. Published by Robinson London)
“Overcoming Anxiety”  (H Kennerely. Published by Robinson London)

The SIGN Service also has a range of books covering this subject. Tel: 0114 266 9476 for
more information:

“Silly Billy”  (Anthony Brown)

ISBN: 978-1-4063-0576-0

"Billy is a bit of a worrier. He worries so much, he can't sleep. Luckily Grandma knows just what he
needs to help him overcome his fears. And once Billy learns Grandma's secret, he finds he never
has to worry again."

An illustrated book for young children, explaining that sharing worries can help with dealing with
them.

“The Huge Bag Of Worries” (Virginia Ironside)

ISBN: 978-0-340-90317-9

"Wherever Jenny goes, her worries follow her - in a big blue bag! They are there when she goes
swimming, when she is watching TV, and even when she is in the lavatory. Jenny decides they will
have to go. But who can she get to help her? This funny and reassuring story will appeal to all
children who have occasional worries of their own."

“The Worry Website” (Jacqueline Wilson)

ISBN: 978-0-4408-6826-2

"Is anything bothering you? Problems in class or at home? Don't know where to turn for help? Log
on to the Worry Website! Type in your worry and wait for the good advice to flow in. At least that's
the plan when Mr Speed sets up his super-cool new Worry Website for the class. Holly, Greg,
Natasha and the rest feel that they've got shed loads of worries. But, as they find out, sometimes the
best advice comes from the most unexpected place. Lots of the kids in Mr Speed's class have
something to worry about. From a new stepmum to coping with Maths, everyone has their own
private concerns and it's sometimes difficult to discuss them - even when you need advice. So Mr
Speed sets up the Worry Website on the classroom computer. Anybody in the class can
anonymously enter their worry and anyone else can type in advice to help out.”

Sheffield Information Link (SIL) Sheffield NSPCC Young People's Centre

Tel: 0114 275 6699 35 George Street,

(has out of hours answer phone) Sheffield S1 2PF

11 Leopold Street, Sheffield, S1 2GY Tel: 0114 228 9200.

Mon, Tues, Thurs 9.30am — 5.30pm; Weds

9.30am — 6.00pm; Fri 9.30 — 4.00pm They offer counselling and support for young
Email: info@sheffinfolink.org.uk people. Referral should be by the young person

www.sheffieldinfolink.org.uk themselves not parents or carers




The Mental Health Foundation
UK Office

83 Victoria St

London

SW1H OHW

Tel: 020 7802 0300

Pax

Incorporating the Agoraphobia Information
Service

4 Manorbrook
London

SE3 9AW

Tel: 020 8852 7048
Relaxation for Living
29 Burwood Park Rd
Walton on Thames
Surry

KT12 5LH

Obsessive Action
Aberdeen Centre
22-24 Highbury Grove
London

N5 2GA

Tel: 020 7226 4000

A charity established to help people

experiencing OCD and to advance awareness,

research, understanding and treatment.
Factsheets on effective treatments and
recommended reading available.

No Panic

93 Brands Farm Way
Randlay

Telford

Shropshire

Tel: Office 01952 590005
Tel: Helpline 0808 808 0545

Triumph Over Phobia (TOP UK)
PO Box 1831

Bath

BA2 4YW

Tel: 01225 330 353

Anxiety Care

Cardinal Heenan Centre
326 High Rd, liford

IG1 1QP

Tel: 020 8478 3400 Mon and Wed only 10 - 3



