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Praise for Overcoming Your Child’s Fears and Worries


‘This excellent book is very well written and is essential reading for any parent who is concerned that their child is anxious. At the outset it provides information to help parents understand the nature of children’s fears or concerns, how they develop, and why they persist. It also helps parents to distinguish between what are common and “ordinary” fears and worries, and what kinds of worries might require some form of parental intervention. The book reads very easily and parents would do well to have a copy on their bookshelves to enable them to dip into it at times of stress.’


Alan Stein, Professor of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry,


University of Oxford


‘I think Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts should be congratulated on writing such an accessible yet comprehensive and informative book. They pitch the book at the right level for parents and professionals alike – compassionate and non-judgemental without skimping on the hard facts of the biological, psychological and social realities of these issues. I read it in one sitting and felt I had learnt a lot by the end. I loved the no nonsense, practical approach that will be an empowering relief to parents, themselves paralysed by the anxiety of their own child’s anxieties. Feel a bit jealous that I didn’t write it myself!’


Dr Tanya Byron, Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


House of Tiny Tearaways, BBC TV


‘This book is a very thorough and detailed practical guide … which will be very useful for both therapists working with children with fear and worries, as well as families who are able to use this book as a “self-help” treatment guide.’


Dr Penny Titman, Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


Great Ormond Street Hospital


‘Being frightened and worrying too much of the time gets in the way of children and teenagers playing, having fun together, and getting on with their education. Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts have done a great job in making this self-help guide for children, teenagers and parents; explaining in a clear and practical way how therapy is done and how it can be done by families themselves.’


Professor Derek Bolton, Anxiety Clinic for Children and Adolescents, South London and Maudsley NHS Trust


‘Learning to live with our children’s anxiety is difficult. How do we balance our “instincts” with conflicting advice from different people? How do we know when it’s a natural and helpful life experience or when it is less helpful? And how do we know when it’s our role as parents to step in? In answering these questions, this book is a breath of fresh air and a godsend for any parent whose child is anxious.


Whilst anxiety can be a long-standing problem if untreated, this book instills hope that the right management can help. A sense of collaboration between the authors and the reader, and the parent and their child, is instilled from the word go. It covers everything I would want to see in a book of its kind and more, and helps people to move from a position of powerlessness to the position that something positive can be done.’


Dr Nicky Dummett, Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, Leeds and Chair of BABCP Children, Adolescents and Families Special Interest Branch


‘This book provides a very helpful framework for supporting parents to adopt a non-judgemental and caring response to problems [such as severe anxiety]. At its centre it asks parents not to assume they know what their child is experiencing and to engage them in respectful and genuinely curious conversations about their difficulties. The book is packed with lots of examples and through these examples the authors clearly convey that their enthusiasm for this approach is tempered by realism, acceptance and an appreciation of the worries and terrors of childhood.’


Dr Peter Fuggle, Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


Child and Family Consultation Service,


The Northern Health Centre, London


‘One of the strengths of this very informative book is the accessibility of the writing style throughout. Even when describing complex concepts the authors do not deviate from this commitment to clarity.


There is a refreshing sense of optimism about the work which I would think would increase parental confidence in being involved in tackling their child’s anxiety problems.


As a clinical psychologist working in a direct access service for parents, I see this book as a most useful resource to be used by the clinician and parent together.’


Yvonne Millar, Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


Community Child Psychology Service,


The Northern Health Centre, London


 


And some comments from parents


‘After reading your book, which is easy to read and not condescending in any way, we felt that we had some answers, tools and techniques to help our daughter and, frankly, us. As with so many things, once you have the answers, it’s so obvious and logical.’


Mr and Mrs W., Oxfordshire


‘What a brilliant book! I think that anyone whose child is experiencing anxiety problems will appreciate your suggestions for distractions etc. because it gives you something to do which is positive and then this in turn makes you feel better as a parent. There’s no blaming anyone or making you feel inadequate as a parent, just positive steps to take, with good ideas for how to carry them out.’


Mr F., Berkshire


‘This is an extremely readable and user-friendly book. The attention to detail and the covering of all bases and eventualities, case studies, tables etc. make the steps in this book as easy as they can be to implement in hectic family life. In addition, the book is very informative and manages to explain what to say to your child in a lot of detail without being at all patronizing. I liked the fact that many of the issues covered in the book would be of benefit to all parents whether their children are anxious or not.’


Mrs C., Berkshire




 


 


The aim of the Overcoming series is to enable people with a range of common problems and disorders to take control of their own recovery program. Each title, with its specially tailored program, is devised by a practising clinician using the latest techniques of cognitive behavioral therapy – techniques which have been shown to be highly effective in changing the way patients think about themselves and their problems.


The series was initiated in 1993 by Peter Cooper, Professor of Psychology at Reading University and Research Fellow at the University of Cambridge, whose original volume on overcoming bulimia nervosa and binge-eating continues to help many people in the USA, the UK and Europe. Many books in the Overcoming series are recommended by the UK Department of Health under the Books on Prescription scheme.


Other titles in the series include:
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All titles in the series are available by mail order.
Please see the order form at the back of this book.
www.overcoming.co.uk
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Preface


Having a child who is anxious is extremely worrying. And, as if seeing your child in an anxious state wasn’t enough, on top of that is the confusion of trying to decide between your own instincts and all the different advice that other people will have given you in an attempt to help: ‘Just ignore him’, ‘Just make her do it’, ‘Don’t give in to him’.


Lucy and I are both child clinical psychologists who have completed doctoral research on the development of anxiety in children. We currently run the Child Anxiety Disorders Research Clinic, a joint project between Berkshire Healthcare Trust and the University of Reading, one of the few specialist centres for the treatment of anxiety disorders in children in the UK. Between us, Lucy and I have worked with hundreds of families in which children have significant problems with fears and worries and, despite each family having its own unique story, we are repeatedly struck by the similarities that they share. One is the uncertainty about how best to help their child move forward whilst preventing him or her becoming continually distressed. Another is a set of natural patterns that evolve within families in response to trying to carry on with life in this context. Your child’s fears and worries may have started to define your lives, in determining where you can or can’t go or what you can or can’t do, or you may be concerned that this is the way things may be heading.


In writing this book, Lucy and I are extremely conscious that a great many of the parents we work with come to us with concerns that they may have somehow caused their child’s problem or made it worse in some way. In Part One of this book we will describe some of the potential causes of child anxiety. For now though we would like to emphasize that it is extremely unlikely that there will ever be one single cause. Rather it is likely to be a wealth of different factors that have interacted to bring about the situation that your child is currently in. While anxious children, and often their families too, can easily get into vicious cycles in which their attempts to make things easier in the short term can lead to problems continuing in the long term, it is our experience that what parents have done along the way, they have done because it seemed like the best thing to do for their child at that time and a better alternative just wasn’t apparent.


Throughout this book we will be talking you through sets of principles to help you identify the patterns or vicious cycles that you and/or your child may have got stuck in and equipping you with additional skills and strategies either to break these cycles or prevent them from occurring. Our aim is to put you and your child back in control of your lives. The step-by-step program that we describe is based on tried and tested treatment strategies developed in various major research centres around the world in combination with our experiences of what works for young people and their families. Along the way you will read other parents’ experiences of living with an anxious child and their ways of overcoming their fears and worries. These stories are based on real families that we have worked with; however, names and details have been changed to prevent identification.


The amount of time that it takes to make changes to your child’s fears and worries is highly variable, depending on a number of factors, including the length of time the fear or worry has been a problem and how specific a fear it is. It is important to realize that changes won’t all happen overnight and that progress may not follow a straight path; instead to bring about change will take time, effort, patience and perseverance. Nonetheless, research has shown that if the principles described here are followed, significant gains can be made. We wish you all the best with your efforts.


Cathy Creswell





Introduction: Why a Cognitive Behavioral Approach?


The approach this book takes in attempting to help you overcome your child’s fears and worries is a cognitive behavioral one. You might find this brief account of the history of this form of treatment helpful and encouraging. In the 1950s and 1960s a set of therapeutic techniques was developed, collectively termed ‘behavior therapy’. These techniques shared two basic features. First, they aimed to remove symptoms (such as anxiety) by dealing with those symptoms themselves, rather than their deep-seated underlying historical causes (traditionally the focus of psychoanalysis, the approach developed by Sigmund Freud and his associates). Second, they were techniques loosely related to what laboratory psychologists were finding out about the mechanisms of learning, which could potentially be put to the test, or had already been proven to be of practical value to sufferers. The area where these techniques proved to be of most value was in the treatment of anxiety disorders, especially specific phobias (such as extreme fear of animals or heights) and agoraphobia, all notoriously difficult to treat using conventional psychotherapies.


After an initial flush of enthusiasm, discontent with behavior therapy grew. There were a number of reasons for this, an important one of which was the fact that behavior therapy did not deal with the internal thoughts which were so obviously central to the distress that many patients were experiencing. In particular, behavior therapy proved inadequate when it came to the treatment of depression. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a treatment for depression was developed called ‘cognitive therapy’. The pioneer in this enterprise was an American psychiatrist, Professor Aaron T. Beck. He developed a theory of depression that emphasized the importance of people’s depressed styles of thinking, and on the basis of this theory, he specified a new form of therapy. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Beck’s work has changed the nature of psychotherapy, not just for depression but for a range of psychological problems.


The techniques introduced by Beck have been merged with the techniques developed earlier by the behavior therapists to produce a therapeutic approach that has come to be known as ‘cognitive behavioral therapy’ (or CBT). This therapy has been subjected to the strictest scientific testing and it has been found to be a highly successful treatment for a significant proportion of cases of depression. It has now become clear that specific patterns of disturbed thinking are associated with a wide range of psychological problems, not just depression, and that the treatments which deal with these are highly effective. So effective cognitive behavioral treatments have been developed for anxiety disorders like panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, specific phobias, social phobia, obsessive compulsive disorders, and hypochondriasis (health anxiety), as well as for other conditions such as compulsive gambling, drug addiction, and eating disorders like bulimia nervosa. Indeed, cognitive behavioral techniques have been found to have an application beyond the narrow categories of psychological disorders. They have been applied effectively, for example, to helping people with low self-esteem, people with weight problems, couples with marital difficulties, as well as those who wish to give up smoking or deal with drinking problems.


The starting point for CBT is the realization that the way we think, feel and behave are all intimately linked, and changing the way we think about ourselves, our experiences, and the world around us, changes the way we feel and what we are able to do. So, for example, by helping a depressed person identify and challenge their automatic depressive thoughts, a route out of the cycle of depressive thoughts and feelings can be found. Similarly, habitual behavioral responses are driven by a complex set of thoughts and feelings, and CBT, as you will discover from this book, by providing a means for the behavior to be brought under cognitive control, enables these responses to be undermined and a different kind of life to be possible.


In recent years, CBT treatments have been developed for children and adolescents and the research has produced very encouraging results, especially for the treatment of children’s anxiety problems. Often these treatments involve clinicians working with both the child and the child’s parent(s), although working with parents alone to help them help their child has in some studies been found to be just as effective.


Although effective CBT treatments have been developed for a wide range of disorders and problems, these treatments are not widely available and when people try on their own to help themselves or their children, they often, inadvertently, do things that make matters worse. In recent years the community of cognitive behavioral therapists has responded to this situation by taking the principles and techniques of specific cognitive behavioral therapies for particular problems and presenting them in manuals that people can read and apply. These manuals specify a systematic program of treatment, which the person works through to overcome their difficulties. In this way, cognitive behavioral therapeutic techniques of proven value are being made available on the widest possible basis. This manual has been written specifically for parents of children with excessive and troubling fears and worries and it provides them with a clear set of therapeutic principles that they can systematically apply to help their children.


Self-help manuals are never going to replace therapists. Many families will need treatment from a qualified therapist. It is also the case that, despite the widespread success of cognitive behavioral therapy, some people will not respond to it and will need one of the other treatments available. Nevertheless, although research on the use of these self-help manuals is at an early stage, the work done to date indicates that for a great many people such a manual is sufficient for them to overcome their problems without professional help. Many families suffer on their own for years. Sometimes they feel reluctant to seek help without first making a serious effort to manage on their own. Sometimes appropriate help is not forthcoming despite their efforts to find it. For many of these families the cognitive behavioral self-help manual will provide a lifeline to recovery and a better future.


Peter J. Cooper


The University of Reading





PART ONE


Understanding Your Child’s Fears and Worries
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What Are Fears and Worries?


Although it may be tempting to skip this section and get stuck straight into working on changing things, we want to encourage you strongly to take the time to read through these first four brief chapters before you start to read Part Two. There are three main reasons for this. Firstly, Chapters 1 and 2 describe the problem of fears and worries in children. By reading them you will be able to make sure that this is the right book for you, in the sense that it is focused on the problem that you want to work on with your child (or encourage someone else to work on with their child). Secondly, Chapters 3 and 4 explain how fears and worries develop in young people and what keeps these fears and worries going. The information given in these chapters provides the rationale for all the work you will do when you follow the guide in Part Two. Having a clear understanding of why you are doing what you are doing will make it much easier for you to put the strategies into place and will encourage you to persevere when the going is tough. Thirdly, in Part One you will be introduced to four children: Ben, Tom, Jenny and Sarah. These children have all experienced fears and worries, and in Part One you will hear some of the background to their difficulties, before reading in Part Two about how their parents helped them to overcome these.


We appreciate that you will be keen to get going with the central theme of the book – the actual overcoming of fears and worries – and we have therefore kept Part One brief. Please do read on.


What Do We Mean by Fears and Worries?


Everyone, children and adults alike, experiences worries, fears and anxiety some of the time. What worries, fears and anxiety have in common is that they involve an expectation that something bad is going to happen, a particular way in which our bodies respond to this and certain characteristic behaviors.


Anxious Thinking


When people become anxious most commonly they will be thinking that ‘something bad’ is about to happen. At this time thoughts tend to become focused on the potential threat and how to escape from it, and it can be hard to think about anything else. This is clearly a useful state to be in when someone is in danger. For example, if your child is about to step into the road you need to be focused on getting your child out of the way of oncoming traffic and not be easily distracted by other thoughts, such as what you need to buy at the shops or what you are having for dinner.


Bodily Changes


When we experience fears and worries, we respond in a number of ways. These include our breathing getting faster, heart rate speeding up, muscles becoming tense, sweating and ‘butterflies’ in the tummy. All of these bodily signs represent our body getting ready for action, enabling us to react quickly and, as in the above example, pulling the child out of the way before he or she comes to any harm.


Anxious Behavior


The way we behave in response to fears or worries can generally be categorized as either a ‘fight’ or ‘flight’ response: we either fight against the threat or we get out of the way as quickly as we can. Once again, when we are faced with immediate threats these are, of course, the most helpful ways to respond.


As we can see, the feelings that we have described above are not necessarily bad for us. In fact they can help us to perform well; for example, by motivating us to prepare before a big test or to ‘psych us up’ before a performance. Sometimes they can be essential for our survival.


So if It’s Normal to be Anxious, Why Am I So Concerned about My Child?


The changes that we experience in response to anxiety are helpful in the short term, but if these reactions continue to occur when actual danger has passed, or when, in fact, it was never there, they become problematic. Over time the bodily changes can become very uncomfortable. Children who are highly anxious often complain of tummy aches, headaches or muscle aches. When anxiety is excessive, thinking can become dominated by fearing the worst: your child may always seem to expect the worst to happen and lack confidence in his or her ability to cope with any challenge. Finally, when anxiety persists, not only is it exhausting to feel constantly ‘on edge’ but also trying to keep away from potential danger can lead your child to miss out on doing things that he or she would otherwise enjoy. If fears and worries are getting in the way of your child enjoying him- or herself and being able to do the things that other children of the same age are doing, then it is important that he or she is helped to overcome these difficulties. This book is about giving you the tools to help your child to do just that.


As we have seen, a certain amount of fear and worry is both normal and healthy, so the aim of this book is not to help you to get your child to a point where he or she never worries or is never scared. Instead, our aim is to assist you in helping your child take control of his or her fears and worries so that they do not get in the way of him or her getting the most out of life.


When children with anxiety problems receive appropriate treatment, they generally do very well. There is a lot of information in this book, but the central message is simple: anxiety problems are extremely common among children, they can present a serious problem, and they can be overcome.
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Common Fears and Worries Experienced by Children


All children will experience fears and worries differently, and while using this book it is important for you to try to get a thoroughly clear understanding of your child’s unique experience. Every family we work with describes an experience that we have not heard about before. However, they also have a great deal in common with other families. The basic patterns of anxious thinking, behavior and physical symptoms have been described in Chapter 1; however, we can also group certain types of anxiety problems together based on more specific features or symptoms. These groups of anxiety problems have been given labels called ‘diagnoses’. The most common categories of anxiety problems among children are: specific phobias, social phobia, generalized anxiety, separation anxiety, panic disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). What is meant by each of these categories will be described below.


Specific Phobias


When a fear of a particular place, object or situation becomes a problem it is called a phobia. Specifically this describes a fear that is excessive and leads to avoidance or extreme discomfort when a child is faced with the feared object (or place or situation). Fears are common; for example, a lot of people are cautious of spiders, snakes or bees and this can be a healthy response. If, however, your child’s fear is significantly interfering with his or her life, such as causing problems at school, in the family or with friends, or if it stops him or her from doing things he or she would like to do, then it would no doubt be best for your child to receive help in overcoming this fear.


The feared object that drives a phobia can be anything, and this is clearly demonstrated by lists of weird and wonderful phobia names that include over 500 different types of phobias. Some of the most common phobias are: spiders (arachnophobia), bees (apiphobia), wasps (spheksophobia), thunder and lightning (brontophobia), blood (haematophobia), water (hydrophobia), birds (ornithophobia), dogs (cynophobia), other animals (zoophobia), vomit (emotophobia), choking (pnigophobia), and fear of leaving a place of safety (agoraphobia).


Sarah (aged 10)
‘Sarah has never liked spiders. I remember when she was just a toddler she once became hysterical because she saw a bit of fluff on the carpet which looked a bit like a spider. Since then she has always had to keep away if we came across a spider in the room but it never used to cause a big problem. Over time it just seems to have got worse. Now we’re finding that there are certain places that Sarah won’t want to go to because she thinks we’re likely to see a spider. For example, her granddad had to go into hospital for a month so his flat was empty for all that time. We went over to give it a clean up before he came home. We shouldn’t have taken Sarah with us really because, not surprisingly, we came across a spider before too long. Sarah got really upset and was out the door before you could do anything about it. Since then she has refused to go back to her granddad’s house so he always has to come to us to visit, which feels unfair on him.’



Social Phobia


Social phobias are different from the very specific phobias that we have described above, because the child can fear a variety of different situations. What these situations have in common, however, is that the child fears that he or she will do something that he or she will be embarrassed or ashamed by. For children this can make it difficult to enter into situations where there will be other people; for example, going to school, being with other children (such as at parties), and going to restaurants. Although children with social phobia may be perfectly comfortable when they are with people they know well, they may try to avoid situations where there will be less familiar people or may feel very uncomfortable if they have to be in these kinds of situations. (For more specific advice on dealing with this problem see Overcoming Your Child’s Shyness and Social Anxiety by Lucy Willetts and Cathy Creswell.)
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