
IDEAS FOR HELPING YOUR CHILD WITH FEELINGS OF ANXIETY
What is anxiety?

Anxiety is the work of a strong, healthy brain which is a little over-protective.  It comes from a part of the brain called the amygdala, which keeps us safe by getting us ready to fight for our lives or run for it. The amygdala is instinctive, so if it thinks there might be danger, it will act first and think later – and the unfamiliar, the unknown, humiliation, embarrassment, separation from important people, can all count as danger. When the amygadala is triggered, it initiates a surge of neurochemicals to make us stronger, faster, more powerful, and more physically able to deal with a threat.  This is known as ‘fight or flight’.  Sometimes, the amygdala can work a little too hard and hit the alarm button too often when it doesn’t need to. It is NOT a broken brain, but a strong, healthy, capable brain that’s working a little too hard and being a little too overprotective
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Back when the threats we humans faced were mostly physical, the most anxious of us probably would have been the most likely to survive. An anxious brain would have made us more alive to any threats, which would have given us the survival edge. Now, the dangers we face are less physical threats and more psychological ones. We no longer face the possibility of being dinner for a furry predator, but we do face very real psychological threats such as failure, rejection, exclusion, humiliation, disconnection from the people we care about – and the list goes on. The brain still fires up in response to threat, exactly as it’s mean to, but when the threats are psychological stressors, the fight or flight response doesn’t serve us so well. When there is nothing to fight or flee, there’s nothing to burn the fight or flight neurochemicals that surge through us, so they build up and cause the symptoms of anxiety. 
How to manage avoidance

Children will often avoid situations after something frightens them.  For example, if out for a walk in a park and a dog barks at them and scares them, they may avoid parks or places where they might see dogs.  This is because future experiences with dogs will evoke the same fear that came with the original experience.  However, avoiding any meetings with dogs takes away the opportunity to learn that fear is a warning, not a prediction.  Instead of learning that whatever is worrying them is unlikely to happen (or if it does happen, they can cope with it), they learn that the best way to deal with it is to avoid it.
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Creating new, safe memories can compete with old memories and override fear or anxiety.  To continue with the above example, if new, safe, positive experiences of dogs are provided then this will gradually override the original fearful memory.
Feeling calm, instead of anxious, provides competing information that it is possible to feel safe without avoiding the situation.  This might take place during calm times as well as anxious times.  Try the strategies below.  Discuss times things didn’t turn out the way your child worried they would.  What helped?  What could they try next time?

When you see anxiety starting to take over, ask them to close their eyes, breathe and imagine feeling calm.  How would they be standing?  What would they be thinking?  How would their body feel different to how it is feeling now?

Help them to understand why anxiety feels the way it does and that it’s normal.  Explain that there is nothing wrong with them, that it is our brain’s way of keeping us safe but it’s just being a little over-protective.
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Hints and tips 
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· Figure 8 Breathing: Anxiety feels flighty, and touch during anxiety can feel comforting and grounding. Whether the touch comes from you or them, it doesn’t matter (but obviously only touch them if they want you to). Imagine drawing a figure 8 on your skin (arm, leg, back – wherever feels right) with your index finger. As you’re drawing the first half of the figure 8, breathe in for three. When you get to the middle, hold your finger still for one. Then, for the second half of the figure 8, breathe out for three. When you get to the middle, hold for one again. Repeat three or four times. Eventually, this can be something they can access on their own, quietly and privately wherever they are to find calm when they are anxious
· Grounding:  Anxiety is a sign that a brain has been hauled into the future, and is thinking about the things that could go wrong. You’ll probably be way too familiar with the ‘what ifs’ that come with this. (But what if this happens? Or what if that happens?) Here’s a way to help connect back to ‘now’: ‘Tell me 5 things you see … 4 things you hear … 3 things you feel against your skin (the breeze/ the ground/ your clothes against your skin) … 2 things you can smell … 1 thing you can taste.’ The order doesn’t matter, but it will probably be easier to find things they can see or hear than things they can smell or taste.
· Tell them that you get it, that you understand.  Don’t tell them not to worry, that there’s nothing to worry about or ‘you’ll be fine’.  The truth is that when anxiety has a hold of them, they can no sooner stop worrying than fly to the moon.  They need to hear that you understand.  Ask them what it feels like for them.
· Protecting or overprotecting?  Where there is a threat to your child, being protective is part of being a loving and committed parent.  You might help your child avoid anxiety, organise things so they feel safer or change plans to accommodate their worries.  Sometimes this is necessary.  But done too often it can get in the way of them finding their own courage, strength and resilience and realising that the world isn’t as scary as it might seem
· Reassurance.  Children need reassurance and need to hear ‘it will be ok’.  A cuddle and heartfelt reassurance is tremendously comforting.  But too much of a good thing can sometimes lead to anxiety.   Excessive reassurance makes it harder for a child to grow their own confidence and find their own way to confront their anxiety.  Try using some questions instead:
· What is making you feel anxious and what are you worried will happen?

· What’s the evidence for this thought and what’s the evidence against it?

· What would I say to a friend who had this worry?

· What would a friend say about my worry?

· Have I confused this worry with a fact?

· Is worrying helping me? How?

· If my worry did happen, what could I do to cope with it or handle it?

· Is there a more rational, realistic way of thinking about this situation?

· Modelling.  They’re watching you and learning from you.  Children learn more from what they see than what they hear.  If you have your own tilt towards anxiety, it will be easy to transmit the message that the world is unsafe.  This does not mean that you have caused your child’s anxiety.  If your child already tends towards anxiety, it is possible they will pick up on your beliefs and the things you do to manage your own feelings, be that avoiding or confronting your feelings of anxiety.  When it feels appropriate, sharing your own worries and coping skills helps your child develop their own resilience.
Your child’s brain has been designed by evolution to make sure his or her safety is top of the list, and an anxious brain does this beautifully, if a little too often and unnecessarily at times.  Anxiety and avoidance are primal responses  that will need a little bit of work to reshape them into something less intrusive. With an understanding of what’s happening in your child’s brain to drive anxiety and avoidance, it will be easier to make the necessary tweaks to bring out their resilience and courage that is already in them.

Hot Chocolate breathing: Strong, steady breathing will neutralise the fight or flight response.  Ask them to pretend they are holding a cup of hot chocolate.  Smell the warm chocolatey goodness for a count of three, hold it for one, blow it cool for three, hold for one and so on.
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