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This book is for everyone who is currently as confused and scared as we were—both caregivers and teenagers alike.

Learning to understand teenage anxiety—anxiety in general—is a journey. It takes a ton of patience and hard work, but resources are available. And although you may not feel like it right now, inhale deeply, exhale slowly, and know that you’re not alone, you’re loved, and everything will be okay.







“Anxiety disorders affect 25.1% of children between thirteen and eighteen years old. Research shows that untreated children with anxiety disorders are at higher risk to perform poorly in school, miss out on important social experiences, and engage in substance abuse.”1






FOREWORD
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PARENTS today are raising children during what can only be described as a veritable epidemic of anxiety. One in five of us will be clinically diagnosable at some point in our lifetime. And approximately 75 percent of kids struggling with anxiety will never receive direct support from a qualified provider. This means that as parents, you will be the primary source of healing for your child.

That might sound pretty daunting, but as you are about to discover in this book, it is doable—and exactly as nature intended it to be. It turns out that this anxiety epidemic might actually be serving as a giant wake-up call for parents everywhere to know the true power in raising your kids to live life as was uniquely intended for them.

One of the amazing aspects of Jennifer and Cody’s collaborative effort is in shining a light on the parents’ key role. It has long been my belief that parents are the true experts on their children. Period. I have seen this play out hundreds of times in my clinical practice and live it every day in my life as a mom to two adolescents of my own.

Watching your child struggle and shut down can be a terrifying experience, and it might be very difficult to hang on to your parent “swagger” along the way. But it is exactly that swagger, the ability to step in and provide from a combined place of intuition and knowledge, that is going to get your child through this. There is a way through, and you really are the vehicle through which that path will be illuminated.

Especially important when supporting your anxious teen and covered in a way that is at once complex, direct, and distilled in this book is a

foundational respect for child development. When we as parents can make sense of how the brain develops and what allows brains to thrive, we are well positioned to set up our children’s world and respond to their needs in supportive ways.

It turns out that the human brain is not fully developed until sometime in the mid- to late twenties. (A little earlier for females, and a little later for males.) Knowing that teenagers are not young adults or even capable of approximating adult-like self-regulation and all that goes with that allows us to see them as who they really are: children. Yes, they walk around in adult-like bodies with a lot of adult-like capabilities like driving and getting a job. But this adult-like facade betrays the fact that their brains still have years of maturing to do before they will be scientifically and otherwise defined as “fully developed.” The bottom line? Don’t retire too soon from your role as a deeply involved, fully present, and completely attuned parent to your teen—a message that is echoed brilliantly throughout the pages of this book.

And finally, my favorite part of this book came from the weaving together of two life paths and the illustration of both Cody’s and Jennifer’s individual growth on their overlapping journeys. It is my very firm belief that we are all on this planet to become the best versions of ourselves in this lifetime. That can look really different from one person to the next and involves very unique lessons and learning.

If you are a parent of a child struggling with anxiety, make no mistake that you are being handed a gift, a powerful opportunity to step fully into who you are. As hard as it can be to fathom this, know that anxiety can be a gift to your child, too. With your support and a tenacious amount of swagger, your child is also being given a powerful opportunity to step fully into who he or she is . . . because of anxiety.

You will hear through the language and writing of both Jennifer and Cody that anxiety leads to incredible personal growth and an actualizing of remarkable potential. I daresay Jennifer and Cody have truly stepped in. The sky is the limit. And so too can it be that way for you.

You’ve got this. Now, read on.

Dr. Vanessa Lapointe, R. Psych.

—author of Discipline without Damage and Parenting Right from the Start






INTRODUCTION
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IT’S two o’clock in the afternoon on a Friday, and I’m trying to wake my eighteen-year-old son for the fifth time today. He’s ignored every attempt so far, so I decide to take it up a notch and snatch his phone—his lifeline—from the windowsill by his bed—a bed that hasn’t been made by him in over a year.

This gets his attention.

I calmly state that unless he’s fully clothed and upstairs in two minutes, he’s losing the phone for the weekend, and predictably, this enrages him. He makes his way upstairs in the allotted amount of time, but he’s emotionally charged, and I know from previous experience that this won’t go well for either of us. Forty-five minutes later, I’ve collected my laptop (which he’d taken and threatened to shatter on the sidewalk), and he’s in the shower because it might be the only opportunity he gets to clean himself for the next few days—he doesn’t like to shower at friends’ houses.

I’ve asked him to leave the house indefinitely for the third time in six months . . . but let’s back up.

Three years prior to writing this book, this lonely, confused, angry teenager was a fifteen-year-old kid who routinely raked in great grades, had good friends, participated in organized sports, and attended family functions. He was looking forward to attaining his driver’s license and spoke enthusiastically about scoring himself his first job. For all intents and purposes, he was a happy, healthy, intelligent kid whose kind and polite demeanor was regularly complimented by other parents. Sure, he

had minor obsessive-compulsive tendencies (who doesn’t?), but that was the only hint of the mental health decline to come—and it came hard and fast.

Within a year, his grades fell rapidly, so much so that by his final year of high school, he didn’t stand a chance—he didn’t graduate. Not because he wasn’t bright enough to pass his exams, but because he couldn’t physically make his way into the classroom without subjecting himself to an onslaught of panic attacks.

He began to self-medicate by abusing drugs that let him avoid uncomfortable situations and prescription medication that his friends gave him. Almost his entire social network was medicated by their family physicians, so narcotics like Adderall, Xanax, Ativan, and Valium were made available to him whenever he wanted them. Creating various cocktails consisting of these medications became a way to pass the time.

He became too paralyzed to drive. A simple lesson would entice migraines, nausea, and immediate exhaustion.

At this point, I was embarrassed because I’d witnessed most of my friends’ teens graduate, move away to attend various universities, or at the very least manage to hold down a full-time job. I didn’t understand why my kid was different and tried very hard not to label him as being simply lazy, but it was extremely difficult not to do that: it’s exactly what it looked like. Scenes from the movie Failure to Launch danced around my head, and I decided tough love needed to be implemented in the game plan, but this approach only made it worse.

He slept in every day. He craved sugar and simple carbohydrates on a whole other level. He consumed energy drinks as one would water. Unlike other people his age, he wasn’t interested in drinking alcohol, because booze is a depressant—he wanted stimulants because he was desperate to do something—anything—that would help him fill the day with activity and make him feel like he’d been productive.

There was a lot of anger.

He witnessed his friends doing things they love, paying for cool experiences with the cash they’d made at their jobs—jobs that he didn’t think he could get. He didn’t even apply; the thought of taking an interview was enough to make his heart beat, hands get clammy, and head pound. I tried to tell him these are normal symptoms for somebody to experience

when they’re nervous, and that it was okay, but then he’d fall into hours of research that led him to believe he was having a heart attack or a brain aneurysm or worse.

Maybe brain cancer.

As a single parent, and especially because I gave birth to him at the same age he is now, I blamed myself for taking on a responsibility that I clearly couldn’t handle—I screwed up. I messed up one of the humans I love most.

He routinely had fits of rage that resulted in a plethora of hurtful accusations and cursing, holes in drywall, bloodied knuckles, tears. I tried to reason and forgive, but eventually, I deemed these fits unsafe to be around, for both myself and my other children—I became scared of my own kid and for my own kid.

I imagined him living on the street (he already looked like he did; he hadn’t shaved or cut his hair in months, and he rotated through the same two or three T-shirts), and the thought of him self-medicating with something lethal but cheap and readily available like fentanyl was enough to disrupt my sleep for months. We’d attended a funeral around this time for good friends who lost their son to a fentanyl overdose, and I was completely terrified.

He’s six feet one and weighed, at the height of his anxiety, approximately 120 pounds. (For reference, the bottom range of a normal body mass index [BMI] for his height is 143 pounds; a healthy BMI would be closer to between 165 and 185.)

He talked about suicide. While accompanying him to a doctor’s appointment where he was trying hard to sell the physician on prescribing him his choice of stimulants, the doctor asked if he would kill himself if there were a magic button he could push that would end his life immediately and painlessly.

With zero hesitation, he said yes.

By this time, he and I clearly had a codependent, unhealthy, rapidly worsening cycle of communication, and neither of us knew how to break it. He wouldn’t see a therapist, wouldn’t take the selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) that were prescribed to him for anxiety and depression because he couldn’t get through the first few weeks of side effects, and wouldn’t put himself on a healthy sleep schedule. I tried exploring various coping mechanisms that might have been of help to him, suggesting dietary changes, aromatherapy, yoga, and meditation.


He refused to want to try anything but what I (and the various doctors he’d seen) perceived to be bandage solutions—medications that gave him instant relief from his symptoms but did nothing for long-term behavior management. I couldn’t force him to do anything he didn’t want to do—and that included ceasing methods of self-harm such as head banging. I didn’t know if he was cutting; some of his friends did that.

And guess what? Millions of parents are in the same situation I was in right now.

Is it a millennial mindset? Is it the culture of anxiety we’ve been fostering and cultivating for the past decade? Is it inept parenting? Or was—is—my kid legitimately mentally unwell?

Does he actually suffer from depression, anxiety, and/or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)? And if he does, how do I help him when I’m trying to reason with a teenage brain that does not compute because “you don’t know what this is like?”

If you can relate to this experience in any way, this book was written for you.

Let’s Get Personal

I am not a doctor or psychologist; I have no formal education on the topic of anxiety. What I do have are years of experience that have literally changed my life and inspired me to want to share what I’ve learned with others.

Learning how to navigate my son (and the rest of our family) through his chronic, debilitating anxiety was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do in my whole life. My husband of thirteen years and I divorced during these years, and the stress that resulted from that experience didn’t come close to the stress I sustained while trying to keep Cody mentally stable enough to not hurt himself or others. I’ve never been so scared. Ever.

I’ve also never felt so empowered as I do now, postcrisis, with a plethora of knowledge under my belt that was collected piece by piece during some of the darkest days of my life.

The most useful lesson I’ve learned from my experience in trying (and, in the earlier years, mostly failing) to help my anxious son is this: you can’t fix anxiety itself, but the way you respond to it can help a great deal. Your child begins to heal and cope when you learn to respond in very specific ways to his plight. And there’s a huge relief in what I’m about to reveal next:

you don’t have to actually understand anxiety; you only have to acknowledge it, be patient with it, and learn out how to respond to it in a way that is both helpful and nurturing. That is what this book intends to do—empower you to understand why responding to your teen’s anxiety in a certain way is important and then give you tools to help your son or daughter feel better, learn to cope, and start living fulfilling lives again.

There are two basic components to this book. The first component is all about understanding what teenage anxiety is, understanding what your teen may be dealing with in regard to living with chronic anxiety, and learning to craft appropriate, supportive, and nurturing responses to their various predicaments.

The second component involves educating yourself on various coping mechanisms to share and further craft or personalize with your teen so that they may better take control of their anxiety and participate fully in their own life.

We’re going to discuss the question of why in relation to anxiety, and cover topics such as adolescent brain development, common anxiety disorders, and relationships with caregivers. We’ll also talk about how we can improve symptoms and begin to pave a healthier path, with topics that cover supportive coping mechanisms, the importance of improving gut health, and ways for you—the caregiver—to examine your own self-care throughout the process.

But that’s not all.

Cody weighs in periodically on his experiences from a teenager’s perspective and shares what he’s learned and what he found most difficult in his own journey to control his anxious life. While it’s always helpful to talk to other parents or doctors about your teen’s anxiety, it’s also refreshing and necessary to jump into the mind of a teen who’s gone through it.

Each of the twelve chapters will conclude with solid ideas on what we can actively do as family members to improve the issues that were highlighted in the previous pages. Once we’re open to why our teens may be suffering with anxiety and how to help them feel energized and hopeful again, things will start to change, peace will be restored, and everyone will get their lives back.

I promise.

We promise.
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AN ANXIOUS GENERATION


“Up to 25% of thirteen to eighteen-year-olds will have an anxiety disorder at some point.”

—National Institute of Mental Health



WE live in anxious times.

There is more competition for education than ever before. When my father became a policeman in 1987, he only needed a character referral. Nowadays, a degree in criminology might get your foot in the door of a local detachment, but not always. And a full-time teaching position? One is required to hold an undergraduate degree with a teachable major, as well as a professional development certification to secure this type of employment. That’s at least five years of undergraduate school in order to start earning approximately forty thousand dollars a year to start.

What about obtaining those degrees to begin with? Competition is fierce. Simply scoring great grades and volunteering somewhere strategic for a couple of months doesn’t guarantee you anything anymore. My kids’

babysitter had a bigger, better, more impressive portfolio than I currently do by the time she was eighteen.

Life for teens is competitive.

Dr. Suniya Luthar, a psychology professor at Arizona State University, observes, “There’s always one more activity, one more A.P. class, one more thing to do to get into a top college. Kids have a sense that they’re not measuring up. The pressure is relentless and getting worse.”1

In fact, experts say teens are growing up with more anxiety and less self-esteem than ever before.

“Teens and their parents are recognizing that anxiety disorders can be serious, and they are beginning to advocate for treatment at a level that far surpasses care-seeking a generation ago. Anxiety is the number one cause for concern at college counseling services.”2

What Is Anxiety?

Anxiety is a word or term that’s become much more popular in the last decade or so. When I was in high school, no one ever talked about anxiety, let alone knew several peers who were suffering from the same affliction. Now I hear it all the time, and it’s become a mainstream term among teens, especially.

But what exactly is it?

In short (because we really dig into this throughout the entire book), anxiety is a term used to describe a specific set of symptoms that negatively affect the way the sufferer is able to live their life. The word is often synonymous with stress and depression, and it operates on a huge scale. For example, preparing for a job interview can give people mild feelings of anxiety, but the word is also used to describe the mental state that one is engulfed in when they literally cannot function due to ongoing and unfounded fears. And for those who live with the disorder at this kind of level, chronic anxiety becomes something to fear itself.

In Dr. Peter Breggin’s book Guilt, Shame, and Anxiety, he writes, “Anxiety encourages us to be helpless.”3 It gives messages such as these:

• That’s too challenging to face.

• Don’t try and think about that; it makes you uncomfortable.

• You can’t handle that; it’s hard.


• You’re going to be overwhelmed if you do that.

• You’re powerless.

Anxiety is, at its very root, demoralizing and self-defeating. It disrupts our capacity to be in control and assert ourselves effectively. It can temporarily deprive us of our ability to reason and make rational choices because it can be completely paralyzing. Anxiety doesn’t prepare us to react appropriately; it actually discourages us from reacting—this is one of the ways in which it’s different than fear. Aside from fear being based in logic and reality (my house is burning; my dog is lost), it also prepares us for the genuine fight-or-flight response that was programmed into our ancestors. Anxiety, on the other hand, confuses and distracts us. We aren’t thinking clearly or rationally when anxiety strikes. We become immobilized, and we don’t know why.

Why Is Your Teen Anxious?

Great question—and one that I asked for years.

Breggin’s own theory is that anxiety typically has prehistoric roots in childhood and throughout adolescence.4 Your child may have been made initially anxious by separating parents, a bully at school, a teacher they found threatening, a dog that bit them while walking to school, child abuse (known or not known), repeated childhood moves, and so forth. The anxiety your teen is experiencing now has origins in events that probably occurred years earlier and has made an appearance due to one or more factors. It could be school stress, a breakup, a fight with a friend, or a sport-related concussion.

Something may have triggered anxiety that was already lurking within your teenager, and this is why it may be confusing for caregivers to put their finger on what’s caused the sudden behavior change—it’s often not linear. It can be extremely difficult to deduce the reason(s) behind it because events that eventually result in anxiety can be altogether unknown by caregivers and unrecalled by the teen—so the cause of your teen’s anxiety may be completely unknown.

Anxiety can also be induced by life’s common stressors and the inability to effectively deal with them—and then you factor in things like social media.


Social Media

A 2017 New York Times Magazine article cites physical and intellectual insecurities, academic pressures, peer judgment on social media sites, and cyberbulling as factors contributing to the skyrocketing rates of chronic juvenile anxiety.5

Whether we like it or not, there is a correlation between social media and unhappiness. For years, I was one of the skeptics who responded to claims of social media being responsible for anxiety and depression.

But you know what? Studies don’t lie. According to a large study of 750 American teenagers,

• 95 percent have a smartphone,

• 45 percent are online “almost constantly” in 2018 compared to 24 percent in 2014,6 and

• 24 percent of teens surveyed said they thought social media had a negative impact, and the biggest reason was bullying/rumor spreading.7

Since 2011, the rates of anxiety and depression (among teenagers, especially) have skyrocketed, prompting a great deal of research on the topic. Results have consistently shown a steep spike in mood disorders in correlation with the popularity of social media.

Why is this?

Perhaps it’s the sense that one is participating in social activities without having to leave the comfort of the bedroom. Social media is akin to a virtual living room, filled with a curated group of people whom we feel comfortable with and want to be associated with. Experiences are chosen and executed according to convenience and levels of ease. Essentially, kids are learning to handpick experiences that they know they will be comfortable with and people (typically other teenagers) they are content to be associated with. But this is not real life, and when confronted with genuine, real-life experiences, they clam up and back away. And why not? Why force yourself to be uncomfortable when you don’t have to be?

This is a problem.

A study of more than 450 youth aged eleven to seventeen found that

97 percent of participants indicated that they used social media. Thirty-five percent of participants were categorized as poor sleepers. Forty-seven percent of participants were identified as anxious. Also (and here’s the kicker), higher emotional investment in social media was strongly correlated with higher levels of anxiety.8

There’s also the issue with comparison and judgment. When teens are consistently exposed to only the very best of what people can produce (we all tend to portray ourselves on social media in the best light possible—there are literally hundreds of apps for this), it creates a false sense of normalcy. The urge to compare ourselves to what we see online is overwhelming, and this can produce negative feelings of inadequacy and depression.

Results of a study conducted by the Royal Society for Public Health found that “Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram all led to increased feelings of depression, anxiety, poor body image, and loneliness.”9

Maya, one of the teenagers we consulted with throughout the making of this book, told us that she will often take social media breaks, and some of her friends do, too. She conveyed that she will begin to feel very “low” and then delete her accounts, which actually makes her feel better. She finds that the less time she spends on her phone, the happier she is—yet she always goes back to her phone (and social media) eventually, even though she knows it makes her feel bad.

This is interesting.

What is it about social media and the need to feel hyperconnected?

Smartphones

Social media aside, smartphones provide a distraction, which is enough to derail teens who are (unknowingly or not) looking for avoidance tactics. Scrolling through social media platforms and the incredible deluge of available apps or reading information online are easy ways to avoid actually talking to people or facing uncomfortable situations—something that everyone must get used to eventually if they truly want to prepare for the world beyond high school.

When friendship is conducted primarily online and mostly communicated via text message, teens are not experiencing most of the personal—and often intimidating—aspects of real communication. It’s much easier to be tentative or coy when you’re texting, so less is at stake. Teenagers aren’t

hearing or seeing the effects that their words are having on their conversation partner, and because the dialog isn’t happening in real time, parties can take more time to consider a response. It’s no surprise that teens often want their parents to “chill out” or “calm down”—we’re speaking directly to them, and if they aren’t used to doing the same with their peer groups, it’s probably really overwhelming!

If teens aren’t getting enough experience relating to people and having their needs met in person and in real time, many of them will grow up to become adults who are overly anxious about direct communication. And social negotiations only get riskier as people get older and begin navigating through complicated and grown-up situations like romantic relationships and employment.

It’s incredibly easy to waste hours on a device capable of providing one with any information they desire in an instant, and today’s teens are gluttons for instant gratification. In fact, the average teenager has an attention span of fewer than eight seconds—that’s less than a goldfish.10 “Twenty-five percent of teenagers report forgetting important details about their friends and family”11 due to poor attention spans. Smartphones can’t be helping this issue, and yet many children have one in their possession by the time they’re seven or eight years of age.

Parents . . . we’re setting our children up to be goldfish.

When Anxiety Becomes a Problem

When ongoing and excessive fears begin to cause considerable distress or interference in everyday life, that’s when you can safely assert that anxiety is taking over. It can prevent teens from engaging in age-appropriate activities or meeting expected developmental milestones. It is this combination of excessive anxiety and disruption in life that helps us understand that anxiety is no longer normal and has become a problem.

Common examples of excessive anxiety and distress include

• complaints of an upset stomach or other physical woes;

• seeking constant reassurance;

• becoming visibly upset before going to school, and often more difficulty returning to school after weekend breaks or school holidays;


• crying and tantrums when worried;

• lashing out or screaming; and

• trouble going to sleep or staying asleep.

Common examples of disruption include

• academic failure,

• keeping isolated or failing to join in and make friends,

• refusal to go on school field trips,

• resisting participation in new activities or trying new things, and

• school refusal.

If the scenarios above sound familiar (Cody exhibited 100 percent of these symptoms by grade twelve), that’s when you know there’s something more to your teen’s behavior than simply “being a teen.”

Effects of Teen Anxiety on Society

Anxiety disorders can impact every aspect of a teenager’s life but especially their social and educational functioning.12 Because of this, the effects anxiety has on teenagers is not their burden to share alone. As a society, we’re not blind to what’s going on with the younger generation—it’s having a remarkably negative impact on communities as a whole, and age groups who didn’t grow up with the current pressures of education or stresses related to smartphone or social media overuse are baffled.

Kids won’t get jobs, don’t seem to understand the value in obtaining a driver’s license, and can’t be seen in the wild without holding a vape in one hand and a smartphone in the other. Actually, today’s teens can’t be seen in the wild at all—they seem not to know how to interact without handheld devices.

When I ask my kids to put down their phones and go play outside, they look genuinely confused.

“What do you mean? What would we do?”

I might respond, “Ride your bike. Or skateboard. Or climb a tree.”

This is often followed by incredulous laughter because they think I’m joking. Why would someone want to climb a tree when there could be

new posts on Instagram? And as these children become teens, the further removed they become from the idea of operating without having constant exposure to the global world. They actually become anxious at the idea of being without their phones or having to make small talk with someone they don’t know, or not being able to use YouTube to be shown how to do something instead of figuring it out themselves.

No wonder today’s teens don’t want to get a job: without being in their self-made bubble of digital comfort, it sounds like . . . work!

Teens aren’t motivated to work as young as they used to be, but once they do decide to work, the problem is the pay. That is, there’s little of it. But in the era of 24/7 access to information, they’ve discovered that if they just commit more to social media, create a YouTube channel, and post regular videos of themselves online flipping bottles so that they land upright, they could possibly become millionaires without even leaving their bedrooms.

So what do they do? They post more and don’t leave their bedrooms.

Teens are learning they are content conversing via their phones and that they don’t need actual, real-life friends. They don’t need jobs because they like sitting in their rooms, and don’t need money for that. They don’t have their driver’s license because they don’t need a car, and they’re in their bedrooms. And then because minimum wage sucks, they do all of the above even more, convinced they can make more by simply hanging out online. YouTube star? Sure. Instagram influencer? Yes, please.

But what’s all this online communication really doing for them?

Dr. Catherine Steiner-Adair, a clinical psychologist and author of The Big Disconnect,13 writes, “There’s no question kids are missing out on very critical social skills. In a way, texting and online communicating—it’s not like it creates a nonverbal learning disability, but it puts everybody in a nonverbal disabled context, where body language, facial expression, and even the smallest kinds of vocal reactions are rendered invisible.”

Without developing the necessary skills that enable them to properly and appropriately interpret body language, our teens are becoming emotionally confused and nervous in situations that require this type of interpretation.

That Disconnect, Though

The word disconnect sounds simple and easy. Like pulling a wire from the back of an old radio or a cord from a power outlet. But the disconnect that

we’re talking about here (the one that is occurring between today’s teens and their parents, teachers, extended families, and social networks) is serious and can lead to utter debilitation.

And you know what? I’ve had to learn this the hard way, but it usually begins with the caregiver.

In Dr. Vanessa Lapointe’s book Discipline without Damage, she discusses (in depth) the trials of breeding a culture of disconnection. Children in our care need us to constantly reassure them that we aren’t going anywhere; that they won’t be left to fend for themselves. This constant seeking of us (the important adult figure in their lives) begins at birth and doesn’t go away—certainly not before their brains are fully formed and mature.

“It is the mini-moments of disconnection, when parents are too focused on their own devices and screens, that dilute the parent-child relationship.”14

In our current culture of disconnect, we appear to be more connected than ever before. Social media and smartphones make certain we can all be found at the drop of a hat and we can peer into the lives of others at any given time, just as others can to us—but it’s fake. Real connection means actual conversation, the reading of body language, and the genuine interest in another person’s feelings, emotions, health, and well-being.

Just because we’re “connected” doesn’t mean we’re experiencing connection—and actual connection is what teenagers who are in the throes of chronic anxiety need from us more than anything else. If this doesn’t inspire you to coax your child away from their smartphone, I don’t know what will. I wish I’d done it long ago.

Aside from our kids having access to unlimited amounts of information at any time of day, what else can be blamed for their feelings of isolation, abandonment, entitlement, and uselessness?

Going Old School

When you consider situations you found yourself in as an adolescent that ultimately helped you develop and grow into the adult you are now, what were they? I’ve asked myself this question extensively over the last few years, and here’s what I’ve come up with (if you’re a child of the eighties, perhaps you can relate): I babysat—a lot. I was given tasks and responsibilities that were mine to complete on a daily and weekly basis, and if I didn’t, there were clear consequences that (gasp!) were actually implemented. I was

required to drive when I turned sixteen. I was also expected to work as soon as it was legal to do so. I had a curfew. My parents checked my homework. If I received a bad grade, I was expected to ask for extra credit work to make up for it.

You know what all of this did for me? It empowered me. It gave me self-confidence and built up my self-esteem. It all taught me that I was capable, responsible, and dependent on myself.

Are we doing this stuff for our kids? Because I don’t think we are, and I’m including myself in this statement. Somehow, today’s parents feel overly guilty and responsible for their teen’s failures. But instead of creating situations to help them build opportunities to achieve their own successes, we actually remove those possible circumstances by over-involving ourselves in an effort to ensure they don’t become too uncomfortable.

This whole raising-confident-teens thing is backfiring, and it’s our own faults. We’re inadvertently depriving them of character-building experiences that are necessary for success in the adult world. Without those experiences to call upon, it’s no wonder our teens are anxious.

A Numbers Game

Statistics show that teenagers are more anxious than ever before. Here are some hard numbers taken from the National Institute of Mental Health and the Child Mind Institute:

• An estimated 30 percent of adolescents have anxiety disorders.15

• Of adolescents with any anxiety disorder, an estimated 8 percent have severe impairment.16

• The prevalence of any anxiety disorder among adolescents is higher for females (38 percent) than for males (26 percent).17

• The prevalence of any anxiety disorder is similar across age groups.18

• In the past ten years, there has been increasing recognition of anxiety in young people by health care providers, including a 17 percent increase in anxiety disorder diagnosis.19

• Yet anxiety symptoms are minimized or ignored. As little as 1 percent of youth with anxiety seek treatment in the year symptoms begin.20


• At some point, anxiety affects 30 percent of children and adolescents, yet 80 percent never get help.21

• Untreated anxiety disorders are linked to depression, school failure, and a twofold increase in risk for substance use disorder.22

Chapter Summary

Here’s what we can do to help our teens create healthier social habits:

• Curtail your own consumption of social media first—teach by example.

• Give your teen your full attention when they talk to you.

• Have an honest conversation with your teen about the dangers of social media.

• Educate them on the downside of comparison.

• Limit phone usage via phone plan and other means.

• Discuss acceptable hours and create a plan together.

• Develop ways to keep your teen busy with activities that don’t involve their smartphones.

• Set up Wi-Fi access that is only made accessible to your child for a length of time per day that you’re comfortable with.

• Educate yourself on the signs of increased anxiety.

• Actively try to create real connection with your teens on a regular basis (help them to differentiate between being connected and experiencing connection).

• Be involved in what your teen is interested in.

• Give your teen responsibilities to try to build self-esteem and confidence.

• Don’t save them from falling or failing.
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“Such a valuable resource to help parents navigate through the symptoms of
adolescent anxiety, while keeping the dialogue open and honest in families.”
—DR. CARLA DASSINGER, registered clinical psychologist
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