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Introduction


Welcome to Fear Less. I’m delighted you’ve chosen this book to support you on your journey to better understand and help your child or teenager navigate anxiety. If you’ve picked up this book, it’s likely because you’ve seen anxiety impacting your child or teenager, or perhaps another child in your life. Rest assured; you’re not alone in this. Anxiety in childhood is a growing challenge, not just for them, but for all of us who care deeply about their well-being.


Anxiety, when managed well, can sharpen focus, build resilience and help your child develop emotional strength. The goal of this book isn’t to eliminate anxiety altogether (because that’s impossible). It’s about helping your child to understand what’s happening in their mind and body when they’re feeling anxious, to respond to those feelings with self-compassion, and to develop the tools they need to face life’s inevitable challenges.


And that starts with you, the parent. Your child is looking to you, even if they don’t always show it. The way you talk about anxiety, the way you respond to their worries, and your calm and steady presence can make all the difference. You don’t need to have all the answers, you just need to be there, listening, understanding and helping them to see that anxiety isn’t something to fear.


This book is grounded in my 30 years of experience and learning as a clinical psychologist, working with children and teenagers. More than that, it’s built on real conversations with young people, and with their parents, about what works and what doesn’t. This book is a compilation of everything I know about helping children and teenagers to deal with anxiety. If I have learned how to help, then you can learn too. Along the way, I’ll share practical strategies you can use at home, stories that might sound familiar and insights that I hope will help you feel less alone in this journey.


Childhood into adolescence is a long and varied developmental journey, and we are all aware that age doesn’t always represent developmental stage or maturity. The techniques and information that I am sharing are applicable across the age ranges. Where it is relevant, I have identified particular strategies that might suit a younger child, or indeed some that might work better for a teenager. For simplicity, I often use the terms ‘child’ or ‘children’. Please know in such instances that I am including both children and teenagers, even if I don’t always write ‘… and teenagers’.


Parenting a child who gets highly anxious can feel daunting, but you don’t have to have all the answers. By opening this book, you’ve already taken the most important step: you’ve shown up. You care. That matters more than you know.






What Is Anxiety?


Anxiety is one of those words that carries weight. It’s not like fear or stress, words that describe more immediate, understandable reactions to life’s challenges. Anxiety is murkier. It’s harder to pin down. It’s that underlying sense that something isn’t quite right, even when, logically, you know everything should be fine. It’s the racing thoughts, the pounding heart, the tight feeling in your chest, sometimes for reasons your child can’t even explain.


In recent years anxiety seems to have become pathologised as some kind of mental illness. Many teenagers who have attended my clinic announce to me that they ‘have anxiety’ like they have Covid, or the flu, or some other disease. This is never a helpful way to conceptualise anxiety, since anxiousness is always going to be a transitory feeling, like happiness, sadness, anger and such like. You never hear anyone saying they have ‘happiness’ as a defining feature of their lives, even though we do all, typically, acknowledge that we feel happy sometimes. I want us to get back to the concept that it’s okay to feel anxious sometimes.


I often explain to children or teenagers that anxiety is a little bit like an oven. With an oven, you can choose whether or not to turn it on. Not so with our anxious feelings. The environment, a particular circumstance or some element of their experience or neurodiversity will turn on a child’s worries. An impending deadline, an important match, a scary movie, the threat of bullying, the feeling they might always be alone and so on may be the ‘thing’ that sets off your teenager’s worries.


However, even if he or she can’t turn off the oven, they do have control over the oven ‘temperature’ or intensity of the feelings that develop. If they do nothing, then that intensity might rise all the way to full-blown panic. But if they use skills and strategies such as those crammed into this book, they can regulate the worries so that they don’t become overwhelmed, and aren’t thus prevented from achieving whatever they might want to achieve. We aren’t aiming to teach our kids to switch off the oven, just to know how to turn the temperature down.







The Growing Challenge of Anxiety


Anxiety is not a rare issue among children and teenagers. In fact, it is becoming increasingly common. Current estimates suggest that about one in 12 children experiences problematic anxiety at any given time, and that over the course of their childhood, as many as one in three will encounter anxiety in some form. These numbers are striking, but they tell an important story: anxiety is a shared challenge, and understanding it is the first step towards managing it.


In my clinical practice, I see this every day. Children of all ages, from toddlers to teenagers, with or without neurodiversity, face anxiety in ways that shape their emotions, thoughts and behaviours. These challenges are not just isolated incidents but are often indicative of deeper patterns that influence their daily lives. Whether your child is afraid of the dark, reluctant to go to school, or worried about fitting in with their peers, the underlying feelings of anxiety are real and valid.









Real-Life Examples of Anxiety


Anxiety can present itself in countless forms: the child who refuses to walk to the shop because they’re terrified to meet a dog, the teenager who avoids social gatherings for fear of rejection, or the preschooler who cannot fall asleep without a nightlight and a familiar bedtime routine. These scenarios, though different, share the same root emotion. They highlight how anxiety can weave its way into the fabric of daily life, subtly shaping how children interact with the world.


But there is good news: anxiety is manageable, there is a ‘temperature control’ dial. By understanding its roots and learning practical strategies to address it, you can make a profound difference in your child’s life. This book is designed to help you recognise the signs of anxiety, understand its functions and begin to develop a compassionate, informed and multifaceted approach to supporting your child.







We Have Always Worried


Here’s the thing: anxiety is part of life. It always has been. It’s not a flaw or a weakness, it’s hardwired into the human experience. Anxiety is a survival mechanism. When our ancestors were living in caves and facing physical threats from predators or rival tribes, anxiety was what kept them alive. That feeling of unease, that heightened state of alertness, was the brain’s way of preparing the body to face danger or escape from it. That’s why anxiety triggers physical responses like a racing heart or quickened breathing – your body is literally getting ready to fight or flee.


The problem is that the human brain hasn’t evolved as quickly as the world around us. Our children are no longer facing predators in the wild, but their brains still react to stress and uncertainty as if they are. The ‘threats’ that trigger anxiety today are less physical and more psychological, like the fear of failing an exam, the pressure to fit in, or the stress of navigating complex social dynamics online. The brain responds to these modern pressures with the same ancient fight-or-flight response, even though running away from a bad grade or a difficult conversation isn’t really an option.


And this is where the world in which our children are growing up comes into play. Because while anxiety has always been part of human nature, the world in which our children are experiencing it has changed dramatically.







The World Our Children Are Growing Up In


When we were growing up, there were natural breaks from stress. You came home from school and switched off. The TV had limited channels. The phone was attached to the wall by a wire. If you wanted to see your friends, you had to make plans in person. There was breathing room, space where you weren’t being constantly bombarded with information and social input.


That’s not the case anymore. Our children and teenagers are growing up in a world where they are constantly connected. A phone, or some kind of device, is always within reach, and the endless stream of notifications, messages and updates means they are never really ‘off’. Social comparison isn’t limited to the school corridors anymore, it’s happening 24/7 on social media. They are seeing other people’s carefully curated highlight reels, the perfect holiday pictures, the impressive exam results, the friend groups that look inseparable, and comparing their own messy, unfiltered lives to that impossible standard. Online gaming is another world foreign to most parents. Most of us haven’t a clue what kind of pressures or stresses it may be causing to even young children allowed to play Roblox or Minecraft, never mind the games older teens may play.


It’s not just the online world, either. The pace of life has increased in nearly every way. Neurodiversity is more recognised and is often associated with anxiousness. School pressures are higher. Academic expectations are creeping in earlier and earlier, with children facing competitive exams and mounting homework loads at younger ages. There’s a sense that they have to have everything figured out by the time they leave school; what career they want, what university they’ll go to, what their ‘five-year plan’ looks like.


And beyond their own personal worries, there’s the wider world to contend with. Climate change. Political instability. Wars closer than ever to home. The rising cost of living. The constant stream of bad news from around the globe. Many of the teenagers I’ve worked with have told me that they feel like they’re inheriting a world that’s on the verge of collapse – and they’re wondering how they’re supposed to plan for the future when they don’t feel sure the future will even be there.


So when we talk about anxiety in young people today, it’s about the context in which they are growing up. Their developing minds are trying to process not only their own personal worries, but also a level of global uncertainty and emotional intensity that previous generations simply didn’t have to face at the same scale or pace.


That’s why anxiety levels are rising, and why helping your child manage anxiety isn’t as simple as reassuring them that ‘everything will be okay.’ The world is complicated. Life is unpredictable. And the reality is that we can’t promise our children that they won’t face stress, setbacks or uncertainty. What we can do, though, is help them build the skills to navigate these challenges with confidence.







Strong Bodies, Calmer Minds


When it comes to managing anxiety, most of us will think just about the emotion. Yet before we even begin to help children challenge worries or soothe racing minds, it is worth remembering that their bodies form the foundation on which emotional well-being rests. Good sleep, nutrition and exercise provide a great foundation for coping.


Sleep is a powerful natural regulator of mood and anxiety. A tired child is far more likely to feel irritable, overwhelmed and prone to catastrophising. Deep, restorative sleep allows the brain to process emotions, clear away stress hormones and reset its alarm system. Children and teenagers who sleep well are less likely to react with panic to everyday challenges. Simple routines such as winding down with quiet activities, keeping screens out of bedrooms and maintaining a regular bedtime can make a dramatic difference.


Nutrition plays an equally vital role. A balanced diet keeps energy levels steady, preventing the dips and spikes that can trigger irritability and worry. Blood sugar crashes can mimic the very sensations of anxiety, such as a racing heart, restlessness or light-headedness, which can in turn reinforce anxious thinking. Regular meals, good hydration and a focus on whole foods rather than processed snacks all help to keep both body and mind on an even keel.


Finally, exercise offers a natural antidote to stress. Physical activity burns off the excess adrenaline and cortisol that fuel anxiety. It boosts mood-enhancing chemicals in the brain, leaving children calmer and more confident. Exercise does not have to mean competitive sport; walking the dog, dancing in the kitchen or cycling with friends all bring benefits.


By supporting healthy sleep, balanced nutrition and regular activity, parents give children the best possible platform from which to face life’s emotional pressures. A strong, well-rested body makes it much easier for a worried mind to find its balance.







A Note About Neurodiversity


Neurodiversity refers to the natural differences in how human brains work, including variations such as autism, ADHD and dyslexia. These differences bring unique ways of thinking, sensing and experiencing the world. While these differences can be strengths, they can also lead to the world feeling like a confusing, noisy and unpredictable place, thus increasing the likelihood of anxiety taking root.


Imagine a school corridor at break time: to a neurotypical child, it might just seem lively. To a child with sensory sensitivities, it can be deafening, chaotic, even painful. Every shouted conversation, every slammed locker, every flickering fluorescent light becomes a source of discomfort. Over time, this sensory overload can lead to heightened levels of stress and a sense of dread about facing the school day. When you add the social complexities of friendships and group work, and the unspoken rules of teenage interaction (often difficult to navigate for those who process information differently), it’s not hard to see why anxiety is such a common companion.


Misunderstanding and exclusion also play a role. A neurodivergent child might struggle to pick up on sarcasm or subtle shifts in group dynamics, leading to feelings of isolation. They may notice that they are ‘different’, even if they can’t always articulate how, and internalise the idea that they are failing to fit in. Repeated experiences of being misunderstood, whether by teachers, peers or even well-meaning family members may chip away at self-esteem, leaving them more vulnerable to the creeping voice of anxiety that says, ‘You’re not good enough. You don’t belong.’


The education system, with its emphasis on conformity, speed and constant evaluation, often intensifies this sense of pressure. Timed tests, shifting schedules, loud group projects and rigid behavioural expectations can be particularly taxing for a young person whose brain works differently. Even when support is in place, it often focuses on helping the child adapt to the system rather than adapting the environment to the child, thereby reinforcing the feeling in the child that they are the ones who need fixing.


Moreover, anxiety can show up differently among neurodivergent children and teenagers. It might show up as anger, withdrawal, perfectionism or even physical illness. Without a proper understanding of the underlying neurodiversity, these behaviours can be misinterpreted as laziness, defiance or poor attitude, leading to punitive responses rather than the support that is needed. This misinterpretation only deepens the young person’s anxiety, creating a cycle that becomes harder and harder to break.


When I work individually with neurodivergent teenagers, I often need to adapt my approaches to include more visual supports or more concrete language. I have found that I might need to reconsider the pace at which I work with them. Sometimes I need to take account of their sensory or rigidity-related needs such that the techniques that I cover in these steps can be most helpful.


But, understanding the link between neurodiversity and anxiety isn’t just about providing better individual support, though that’s crucial. It’s about shifting the broader environment, at home, in schools and across society, to be more accepting, flexible and genuinely inclusive. When children and teenagers are recognised and celebrated for who they are, rather than moulded into who they are not, their anxiety doesn’t magically disappear. But the world becomes a less hostile, less overwhelming place, and that, for many young people, can make all the difference.







Feeling the Right Amount of Anxiousness


A little bit of anxiousness can be a very good thing. In advance of giving a presentation or any kind of public performance, for example, feeling nervous will probably mean that we are usefully focused on the task ahead. Nervousness can be directed towards doing or saying all the right things and achieving or succeeding at the task.


Without any anxiousness we might not be in an alert frame of mind, or might not invest enough in the task. Our performance could suffer due to complacency. With too much anxiousness, however, you or your child might freeze, or have clouded thinking, or be too distracted to perform.


Finding the balance is what this book is all about. We don’t want children or teenagers to feel overwhelmed or flooded by their worries, but neither do we want them to go through life with no drive, or with no consideration of risk.


The challenge for you as a parent, to support your child, comes from the perspective you take on risk. You might perceive a situation as mildly anxiety-provoking. For your son or daughter, however, that same situation could be very anxiety-provoking. There can be differences too between how your children experience situations. One child going into a new school and meeting new classmates might be excited and look forward to making new friends. Their sibling might feel terrified going into the same environment, because they are worried that they might not be able to make friends or fear how they’ll be perceived by new people.


It is important, then, that we always try to understand our children’s perspective on their worries, since that is what will influence what they do or how they cope. They need to come to realise that their worries are manageable, irrespective of whether you think they should be able to manage.









The Challenge for Parents as Helpers


As parents, the idea that your child might be struggling with anxiety is often deeply unsettling. It’s hard enough managing your own worries, but seeing your child in distress? That’s different. That taps into something primal. From the moment they were born, you’ve wanted to protect them. You’ve been hardwired to keep them safe – from physical harm, from emotional pain, from anything that might threaten their well-being. When they were younger, that instinct might have meant picking them up after a fall, checking for monsters under the bed, or soothing them after a bad dream. But anxiety is trickier. You can’t just kiss it better or chase it away.


And that can feel like powerlessness. When your child is caught in a spiral of anxious thoughts, or when they’re avoiding situations because they feel overwhelmed, it’s natural to want to step in and fix it. You might want to reassure them constantly, to help them avoid the things that scare them, or to tell them that it’s ‘nothing to worry about’. That’s a loving instinct, but as we’ll explore later in the book, anxiety doesn’t work like that. It’s not something you can erase with logic or push away with reassurance alone.


So, let’s take this one step at a time, knowing that there are just 10 steps to take. You don’t have to fix everything overnight. Let’s explore together how you can help your child face their world of worries with confidence, compassion and strength. You’ve got this – and so does your child.


















Step 1 – Know What Anxiety Is


At its core, anxiety is a natural and necessary emotion. It is part of our biological makeup, designed to keep us safe from harm. Anxiety alerts us to danger, motivates us to act and helps us prepare for challenges. Even infants experience anxiety. Consider the startle reflex (a sudden jolt or cry in response to a loud noise or movement), which is one of the earliest signs of this protective mechanism.


Anxiety is, in fact, an essential part of survival. Without it, we might fail to recognise or react to potentially dangerous situations. For children, anxiety plays a critical role in their instinctive self-preservation. However, as mentioned, while a certain amount of anxiety is both normal and beneficial, problems arise when it becomes excessive, persistent or disproportionate to the situation at hand.


Imagine a situation where a child is afraid of storms. During a thunderstorm, it’s natural for them to feel uneasy, perhaps seeking comfort from a parent. This reaction is normal and shortlived. But what happens when the storm passes, and the fear lingers? What if that child begins avoiding activities they once loved, like a soccer game, because they worry there might be thunder, or even just rain? This is where anxiety crosses into problematic territory – when it disrupts daily life and limits a child’s ability to function.




Anxiety Is Not Just About Fear, It’s About How We Interpret Situations


Anxiousness is a fundamental part of human experience, and it’s especially important for children. Without anxiety, we could unknowingly place ourselves in dangerous situations or fail to recognise when it’s time to leave them, potentially resulting in harm. Far from being a flaw, anxiety is a vital, functional part of our instinct for self-preservation. For children, it acts as an early warning system, helping them avoid danger and make quick decisions to stay safe.


Anxiety is also profoundly relational. If you’ve ever cared for an infant, you may have noticed how they respond differently to various caregivers. For instance, when an experienced parent or caregiver holds a baby, even one that isn’t their own, they often exude calmness and confidence. This steady presence reassures the baby, helping them settle more quickly. The caregiver’s calm demeanour communicates safety and stability, creating a ripple effect that soothes the child’s anxiety.


On the other hand, if a less experienced caregiver picks up the same baby, the outcome can be quite different. Babies are remarkably perceptive, and they can pick up on the caregiver’s hesitation, nervousness or uncertainty. This can amplify the baby’s own anxiety, making them more fretful and harder to soothe. In this way, the baby’s response reflects not just their internal state but also the emotional cues they pick up from the people around them.


This dynamic highlights an important truth: anxiety isn’t a solitary experience; it’s shaped by the environment and by relationships. For young children, the ability to feel safe often hinges on their caregivers’ ability to regulate their own emotions. When adults model calmness, confidence and reassurance, they teach children how to manage anxiety in healthy ways. Over time, this forms the foundation for children to develop their own self-regulation skills.


Understanding anxiety as a natural, necessary and temporary part of life allows us to approach it with greater empathy and perspective. Rather than seeing it as something to eliminate, we can view it as a tool that, when managed well, helps children grow into resilient and self-aware individuals.







The Development of Anxiety


Children’s anxieties change as they grow, reflecting their developmental stage and the challenges they face. Let’s take a closer look at how anxiety evolves from infancy to adolescence.




	
Infancy and toddlerhood: From birth, babies show signs of anxiety through instinctive responses like the startle reflex. As they grow, they may develop separation anxiety, becoming upset when a primary caregiver leaves the room. Common fears at this stage include loud noises, unfamiliar faces and being left alone in a crib. These fears are rooted in their survival instincts and typically subside as the child becomes more confident in their environment. For example, a baby might cry when handed to an unfamiliar relative but calm down when reunited with a parent.


	
Preschool years: Preschoolers often have fears that are tangible and specific, reflecting their vivid imaginations and concrete understanding of the world that they experience. These fears might include fear of the dark, monsters under the bed or loud thunderstorms. A preschooler might refuse to sleep without a nightlight because shadows on the wall seem like looming creatures. They may also react strongly to the sound of a vacuum cleaner or a barking dog, as their sense of safety is still developing. These fears, while often exaggerated, are a natural part of their emotional growth.


	
Primary school years: As children enter school, their anxieties shift to social and academic concerns. A common fear at this stage is being excluded from peer groups or failing to meet academic expectations. These fears can be intensified for children with neurodiversity. For instance, a child might hesitate to join a new friend group, worrying they won’t fit in, or dread presenting a project in front of the class. Concerns about being picked last for a team or struggling with a maths problem can also weigh heavily on their minds. These fears reflect their growing awareness of social dynamics and their desire for approval from both peers and adults. With the increasingly younger age at which children are getting access to the internet on their own devices, some of their worries, at this age too, might now be generated by their online experience.


	
Adolescence: Teenagers face a unique set of challenges, often centred around abstract and existential concerns. They may worry about failure, rejection or global issues like climate change and social justice. For example, a teenager might avoid participating in class debates out of fear of being judged, or feel paralysed by the pressure to achieve high grades to secure a college future. Maybe they’ve discovered that there is a Snapchat or WhatsApp group that their friends are all in, from which they’ve been excluded. Additionally, concerns about their appearance, social media presence or fitting into societal norms can amplify feelings of anxiety. Teenagers are also more likely to grapple with deep questions about identity, purpose and self-worth, which require sensitive and nuanced support to address effectively.







Recognising Normal Versus Problematic Anxiety


It’s important to distinguish between normal anxiety and anxiety that may require intervention. Normal anxiety is a temporary response to a specific situation. It’s the kind of anxiety that helps us prepare for a big test, stay alert in a potentially dangerous situation, or respond quickly to a threat. In children, normal anxiety might look like worries about being burgled after news reports about burglaries in your area, or feeling nervous before performing in a school play.


Problematic anxiety, on the other hand, is persistent, disproportionate and disruptive. It lingers long after the triggering event has passed and begins to interfere with a child’s ability to function in daily life. For example, a child with problematic anxiety might avoid going to school because they fear being called on in class, even though their teacher is supportive and kind. They may struggle to sleep at night, experience frequent stomach aches or withdraw from activities they once enjoyed.


Problematic anxiety is often classified into one or more of the anxiety disorders. These are described in detail in Step 10, but I’ll mention them here in brief.


Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), for example, often involves highly specific patterns of obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviours that are difficult to break.


Panic disorder involves sudden and intense panic attacks.


Most of us will be aware of specific phobias, like a fear of dogs or needles.


Social anxiety disorder involves a fear of embarrassment or judgement in social settings.


School phobia is particularly complex because it often involves a combination of social anxiety, academic pressure and family dynamics.


Selective mutism is when a child is unable to speak in certain settings.


Separation anxiety disorder involves intense fear at being away from a caregiver.


Generalised anxiety disorder is often a ‘catch-all’ term for when children have persistent and excessive worry about a wide range of topics.


Sometimes children experience events that are so overwhelming, terrifying and traumatic that they develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD may appear in the form of intrusive memories or ‘flashbacks’, nightmares, rigid avoidance or hypervigilance.


Trust your instinct because you know your child best. If something feels ‘off’ or if your child or teenager seems stuck in a cycle of fear and avoidance, it’s worth consulting with a professional.




Let’s Meet Lucy


Lucy (not her real name) was an 11-year-old client of mine, and in fifth class in primary school. Over the few months prior to contacting me, her parents noticed she had become increasingly withdrawn and had been very distressed during the whole previous month, often feeling sick and missing days from school.


Prior to the start of fifth class, she played sports (soccer and camogie), liked music and was considered by her parents to be quite confident and outgoing. They considered her to have a lovely circle of friends, who played soccer and camogie with her and were in her class at school. She had a best friend called Jennifer (not her real name either!). Lucy’s parents had never been concerned about her before now, since she had seemed quite resilient and generally had a happy-go-lucky attitude to life.


Whenever I meet a client who has experienced a significant change in their mood or their behaviour, I try to track back, with them and their parents (depending on their age), to the point at which that change began.


For Lucy, the start of fifth class seemed to be the time when things changed. A new girl, whom I’ll call Sarah, joined their class then and on the first day of school, their teacher placed her sitting beside Jennifer. Jennifer invited her to join the others in their group at break time and Lucy’s friends quickly adopted Sarah and assimilated her into their group.


She seemed, initially, to be warm and friendly, creating a Snapchat group for the girls who had phones. Within a few weeks, however, Lucy noticed that Sarah would often try to single out Jennifer, asking for a private moment, or whispering in her ear. Lucy reckoned that Sarah and Jennifer were messaging back and forth, but Lucy had no phone and so no opportunity to be part of the Snapchat circles. Soon, Jennifer and Sarah became closer, and Lucy started to feel like she wasn’t welcome. While the group still stayed together, Lucy felt like she was a definite spare wheel in the friendship that had developed between Jennifer and Sarah.


The critical moment in that developing dynamic occurred over the October midterm break, when Lucy discovered that Jennifer had invited Sarah for a sleepover without mentioning it to Lucy. Lucy was crushed. Her best friend, it appeared, had moved on, choosing to befriend the new girl instead, and leaving Lucy behind.


The night that Lucy discovered that the sleepover had taken place, she slept badly; her mind was racing as she worried about losing Jennifer’s friendship and wondered what she had done, or what was wrong with her that might have prompted Jennifer to exclude her. As she lay in bed, her thoughts flew around her head, and she felt sweaty and uncomfortable, such that it took ages to fall asleep.


The next day, she tried to talk to Jennifer, but Jennifer refused to meet her, saying she was too busy. Lucy got a huge shock, as she had never experienced rejection like this. She could feel her breathing becoming short and almost wheezy, and she felt dizzy and disoriented. This frightened her, as she didn’t know what was happening to her. The physical sensations intensified, and Lucy could feel her heart now racing too with a pain developing in her chest. Her fingers started getting pins and needles, before cramping up.


Lucy managed to call out to her parents, who subsequently took her to the GP, and she had a series of tests to try to discover the cause of the chest pains and the breathlessness.


Over the next few weeks, as school resumed, it became clearer to Lucy that she was not welcome in Jennifer’s company, which also made it difficult to be with their other friends, since Jennifer often complained about Lucy being ‘stupid’ and ‘childish’ and ‘clingy’, with no challenge from the others.


Between worrying about getting another ‘heart attack’ (as Lucy described the previous experience of chest pain and breathlessness) and worrying about her status in the group, Lucy was distracted and upset in school, making errors in tests and starting to slip academically for the first time ever.


Lucy often woke up in the mornings with a knot in her stomach and frequently complained to her parents about feeling sick and needing to stay home from school. Her parents suspected something was up, but because Lucy was remaining tight-lipped they didn’t fully understand what was happening at school, and so were unable to make a link between her deteriorating friendships and feelings of being excluded, and the physical symptoms that she was showing.


Assuming the tummy pains to have a physical cause, they often kept her at home. In the weeks before attending me, however, Lucy refused to go to school at all, feeling completely unable to face the girls, crying every morning and complaining of an ever-increasing number of physical ailments.


It was only when her parents suggested contacting Jennifer to get the homework that Lucy was missing that Lucy broke down in tears and explained the full extent of her devastating sense of being discarded by Jennifer and excluded by her friends. It was at this point that her parents were able to seek me out.










The Cognitive Behavioural Model


Let me give you some context to make sense of what seemed to be going on for Lucy. To best understand her experience, and to understand and address anxiety more generally, it’s helpful to use the cognitive behavioural model, which identifies four interconnected areas: thoughts, feelings, behaviours and physical reactions. These areas influence one another in a cycle, creating patterns that can either reinforce or alleviate anxiety.


[image: A diagram showing the four interconnected parts of the Cognitive Behavioural Model – Thoughts; Physical Self; Feelings; Behaviour – all influenced by Environment.]


The way in which those four key elements are all interconnected or interrelated is very much like the cogs in a gearing system. When one cog (a wheel with teeth on its edge) merges with another, the teeth interlock. Then when one of those wheels turns it forces the other wheel to turn. And that’s kind of like the way our thoughts, feelings, actions and our physical selves are connected or interlocked, reciprocally influencing each other. For example, if our thinking changes, it might lead to a corresponding change in our feelings, our behaviour or even our physical self.


In the context of this cognitive behavioural framework, let me explain my understanding of the dynamic that had occurred with Lucy.


Initially, Lucy was probably feeling quite confused by Jennifer seeming to be friendlier with Sarah than with her. Although she may have felt a bit hurt by it, she probably gave her friend the benefit of the doubt and assumed that the relationship would correct itself in time.


The discovery, over the midterm, that she had been left out of a sleepover, by her ‘best’ friend, however, hurt her to the core and rocked her sense of self. It led her to question herself, think negatively about herself and, from her description of the rejection she felt when Jennifer refused to talk to her, to have a panic attack.


The physical discomfort of that panic attack felt to Lucy like having a heart attack, and was, no doubt, terrifying. However, all the symptoms she described can be fully explained by adrenaline being activated in her system (due to worry and distress), leading to an unregulated spiralling of these same symptoms.


From that point on, Lucy became locked in a further negative spiral of interconnected thinking, feeling, behaving and physical symptoms. The more she worried about being dropped by her friend, the more distressed she became. The more distressed she became, the more she may have felt like she was precipitating another panic attack and the more fearful of that she became. The more excluded she felt, the greater her feelings of hurt and awkwardness grew. This in turn led her to feeling less and less willing to go to school, until ultimately she was avoiding school altogether.


The anxiousness she experienced about being left out, and undermined by Jennifer, was probably the cause of her ‘sickness’ in the mornings. Avoiding school may have helped, since it meant she didn’t have to experience the rejection first-hand, perhaps reducing the symptoms of the anxiety, even leading her to believe that the only way to cope with the rejection was to avoid it.


The warmth and concern she experienced in her home environment contrasted, for her, with the alienation and rejection that she anticipated she would experience in her school environment. Because of that, even being in school may have triggered her anxiety, irrespective of how she was treated by Jennifer or her other friends.


As we’ll see in the following steps, working with Lucy, I was able to use cognitive behavioural strategies to address her anxiety. Together, we explored ways to understand the nature of her feelings, challenge her negative thoughts, regulate the ‘sickness’ she felt in the mornings, rebuild her social confidence and gradually reintroduce her to school. Lucy’s story highlights how anxiety can manifest in a child’s life and how targeted interventions can make a difference.









Recognising Symptoms of Anxiety


When it comes to lists of common symptoms, there’s a risk. You may start reviewing the list with your child in mind, simply ticking off items and jumping too quickly to a conclusion. These next few lists are not exhaustive; neither are they intended to be diagnostic. They are provided as no more than tools to help you notice which aspects of your child’s feelings, physical state, thinking or behaviour may suggest anxiousness.




COMMON EMOTIONAL SYMPTOMS OF ANXIETY




	Feeling nervous or on edge


	Persistent feelings of dread or apprehension


	Feeling overwhelmed


	Irritability or short temper


	Feeling detached from yourself or your surroundings (derealisation or depersonalisation)


	Excessive worrying about future events


	A sense of impending doom or danger


	Heightened sensitivity to criticism or rejection


	Feeling unable to cope or feeling powerless


	Low mood or sadness linked to anxiety


	Feeling easily startled or constantly ‘on alert’.










COMMON PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF ANXIETY




	Heart beating faster


	Shortness of breath, or other breathing disturbance


	Nausea or tummy pain


	
Flushed or burning cheeks


	Aches or muscular tension in hands, arms, neck or head


	Dizziness


	Numbness or tingling in the skin


	Headaches.













COMMON THINKING STYLES THAT ADD TO ANXIETY




	Negative attributions



	
It’s always my fault.


	
The reason we did so bad was because I messed up.


	
I’m such a loser.


	
Everyone thinks I’m weird.








	All-or-nothing thinking



	
Unless I get into medicine my whole Leaving Cert year will have been a waste.


	
I’m such a loser, I make a mess of everything!


	Nobody likes me.


	
I’m going to forget everything.


	Everybody always picks on me.








	Discounting positives



	
Sure I did okay this time, but I might mess it up next time.


	
Anybody would have done well on that test, it was easy.


	
They might like me now, but it’s only a matter of time before they’ll dump me.


	
There’s no point in being smart if you don’t have friends.








	
Jumping to conclusions



	
My friend never texted me back, so she must be mad at me.


	
I can’t go to the concert, because there might be an attack like at the Ariana Grande concert.


	
I’m sure I forgot some homework, my teacher is bound to give out to me.


	
If I have to speak in front of the class, I’ll mess up and they’ll all laugh at me.








	Catastrophising



	
I find it hard to study, I’m bound to fail my exams.


	
If the storm blows in, our house will get flooded.


	
This headache feels bad, it’s probably a brain tumour.


	
I made a bad pass and now I’ll get dropped from the team.








	‘Should’ statements



	
I should be studying more.


	
I should keep my room tidier so that I can concentrate without the clutter.


	
I shouldn’t ever make the teacher cross.


	
I should be funnier and able to make my friends laugh all the time.
















COMMON BEHAVIOURAL SYMPTOMS OF ANXIETY




	Avoidance


	Restlessness


	Fatigue


	Distractibility/difficulty concentrating


	Acting in an irritable, impatient or agitated manner


	
Poor appetite


	Seeking reassurance (and appearing unsatisfied by the reassurance received)


	Trying to plan, or control, every small thing


	Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep.













The Influence of Environment


Not only do we need to think about these four aspects within an individual; we also have to remember that all of them are also influenced by the environment. A child’s environment is going to have a big impact on how they think, feel and act, as well as on their physical self.


For example, we know that some children, when they are at home, can be a real handful. You put them into a school environment and they’re like little angels – sitting perfectly calm, quietly doing their work. The only factor that differs with these two extremes of behaviour is the environment. Perhaps the child has learned to act or think or feel in one particular way in one environment, and in a different way in another context.


To switch the example around, your child might be really calm, relaxed and happy at home with you. When they must go to school, suddenly everything becomes more anxiety-provoking for them. It might be something to do with the children in the school, it might be something to do with their teacher. There might even be something about the whole academic process and academic learning that is bothering them. The point is, certain aspects of a specific environment might trigger particular feelings.






A NOTE ABOUT THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT


It would be remiss of me not to also acknowledge the online environments where children and teenagers may roam with or without parental oversight. The internet and social media play an increasingly central role in the lives of children and teenagers. While these platforms offer opportunities for connection, learning and creativity, they are also associated with heightened levels of anxiety.




	
Social media: Social media platforms like Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok create environments where children and teenagers can compare themselves to others. Curated posts and filtered images often depict idealised versions of life, leading young users to feel inadequate or dissatisfied with their own lives. For instance, a teenager scrolling through pictures of peers on holiday or at social events might feel excluded or inferior, even if they are not being directly left out. Anxieties can also be compounded by the fact that many young people derive a sense of self-worth from the number of likes, comments or follows they receive online.


	
Fear of missing out (FOMO): FOMO is another significant contributor to anxiety in the digital age. Constant notifications, updates and posts can make children and teenagers feel as though they must always stay connected to avoid missing important events or conversations. This sense of urgency can disrupt sleep, concentration and even relationships, as the fear of being left out consumes their attention.


	
Cyberbullying and online harassment: One of the most direct ways the internet contributes to anxiety is through cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, which typically occurs in specific settings like school, cyberbullying can follow a child home and persist around the clock. Victims of cyberbullying often experience heightened anxiety, low self-esteem and feelings of helplessness.


	
Screen time and sleep disruption: Excessive screen time is another factor linked to anxiety. The blue light emitted by screens can interfere with the production of melatonin, a hormone crucial for sleep. Poor sleep, in turn, is strongly associated with increased anxiety levels.













Summary – Know What Anxiety Is


Anxiety is natural and protective; it helps children stay alert and prepare for challenges. But when it becomes overwhelming, persistent or disruptive, it can interfere with daily life. We have to remember that every child’s experience of anxiety is subjective: what feels small to you may feel huge to them.


Anxiety looks different at different ages:




	Babies fear separation.


	Preschoolers fear monsters or the dark.


	Primary school kids worry about friendships and school performance.


	Teenagers have worries about rejection, identity and the wider world.





The cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) model provides a context to understand anxiety. It shows how thoughts, feelings, physical reactions and behaviours are all connected. So, as an example, a negative thought can trigger fear, physical symptoms and avoidance, which then in turn might reinforce the fear.


We can also see that the signs of anxiety show up in each of these four areas too:




	Feelings – Dread, overwhelm, sensitivity and irritability.


	Physical self – Racing heart, tummy aches and headaches.


	Thoughts – Discounting positives, catastrophising and negative self-talk.


	Behaviour – Avoidance, restlessness and reassurance-seeking.





School, home, the world of friendship and online life can all shape how a child or teenager experiences anxiety, because the environment influences how we think, feel and act, as well as the physical self.
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