
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Health Communications, Inc.

			Deerfield Beach, Florida

			www.hcibooks.com

		

	
		
			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Wilson, Robert R. (Robert Reid)

			 Anxious kids, anxious parents : 7 ways to stop the worry cycle and raise 
courageous and independent children / Reid Wilson and Lynn Lyons.

			  pages cm

			 ISBN-13: 978-0-7573-1762-0 (Paperback)

			 ISBN-10: 0-7573-1762-6 (Paperback)

			 ISBN-13: 978-0-7573-1763-7 (ePub)

			 1. Anxiety in children. 2. Worry in children. 3. Self-confidence in 
children. 4. Parenting. I. Lyons, Lynn. II. Title. 

			 BF723.A5W55 2013

			 155.4'1246—dc23

			2013028971

			©2013 Reid Wilson and Lynn Lyons

			All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of Amer­ica. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photo­copying, recording, or otherwise, without the written permission of the ­publisher.

			HCI, its logos, and marks are trademarks of Health Communications, Inc.

			Publisher: Health Communications, Inc.
3201 S.W. 15th Street
Deerfield Beach, FL 33442–8190

			Cover photo © iStockphoto
Cover and interior design by Lawna Patterson Oldfield

			e-Pub created by Dawn Von Strolley Grove

		

	
		
			To my three guys, 
Crawford, Brackett, and Zed,
and of course to my parents,
Ed and Cathleen Gerwig,
with love and appreciation
for everything

			—Lynn

			To Bob, Charlie, Michael, Matt, Jones, 
Grayson, Mason, and Emma

			—Reid

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Introduction

				1	How Worry Moves In, How It Grows, and Why It Needs to Go

				2	Nurture or Nature? Either Way, You Have a Job to Do

				3	It Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time . . .

				4	It’s Actually Not Breaking News

				5	Same Old Worry, Very Different Responses

				6	The More Unsure, the Better

				7	Retraining the Brain: Doing Matters Most

				8	Calming Down the Body

				9	Stepping Toward the Bigger Picture

				10	When Amnesia Attacks

				11	Casey’s Guide Will Help

				12	Moving Toward Courage and Independence

			Using Casey’s Guide to Help Your Child

			Appendix A: Anxiety Disorders Diagnosed in Childhood or Adolescence

			Appendix B: National Organizations That Identify Therapists Specializing in the Treatment of ­Anxiety

			Appendix C: Children’s Books That Model Healthy Cognitive Styles

			Acknowledgments

			How to Find Casey’s Guide

			Casey’s Guide Teens Kids

			About the Authors

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			LET’S FACE IT: We parents are great at worrying about our kids. How are they performing in school? Is she safe walking home from her friend’s house? Should I limit his video gaming?

			And we are all so full of good advice, aren’t we? “You had better start working on that paper before the weekend, because you’ve got that camping trip coming up.” “When kids are mean to you on the playground, you just have to ignore them and walk away.” “Five servings of fruits and vegetables a day. Let’s put some color on that plate!”

			But what happens when our sons and daughters start to show more than the average amount of hesitation about normal activities, expressing a degree of fearfulness that seems exaggerated for the circumstance? Suddenly, your son is afraid of anything to do with fire, and nightmares frighten him so that he doesn’t want to close his eyes in bed unless you stay with him until long after he’s asleep. Perhaps he has become more and more clingy and rarely allows you to be away from him. Is he no longer willing to play on the soccer team or perform in the school band, despite loving these activities in the past? How about spending the night at a friend’s house? Has it become unthinkable?

			Or maybe your daughter has slowly become reticent to go to school. It started out with her staying in bed past the alarm. Then stomachaches. Then more days when she felt “too sick” to go to school. And now, daily tantrums, fighting you every step of the way. Perhaps she was scared by an aggressive dog last year and still acts frightened every time she hears a dog bark. What loving, caring parent wouldn’t become worried in the face of a child’s anxious, avoidant behavior? So you offer your very best advice, logic, and encouragement, and nothing seems to help. It’s not that you haven’t tried the ­following:

			•	You reassure your son about the precautions you take to prevent any fire and how easy it is to call 911 if the rare event were to occur.

			•	You bring your daughter to the pediatrician, who assures her more than once that she’s well enough for school. You even implement consequences for stalling in the mornings.

			•	You ask your daughter to come with you for a visit with your neighbor’s dog, which doesn’t have an aggressive bone in its body.

			•	You promise your teenage son that you’ll keep your cell phone on while you’re gone, and that you will come right home if he needs you.

			•	You remind your child of how much fun soccer was last year or how well his trumpet teacher thinks he’s doing.

			•	You bribe your daughter if she will join you for a half hour at the park with her friend and mom.

			Worry is exhausting for everybody. When anxiety is in charge, parents can feel like life is going in circles. You fix one problem (by handling the worry), and then another one pops up. It seems like there’s no end to it.

			We feel your pain, and we’re here to rescue you from the cycle. We have spent our careers treating anxiety disorders. We have a combined fifty years of experience helping hundreds of families as well as school systems and communities support the development of courageous and independent children and teens. The advantage of studying and practicing one task for decades is that you can’t help but get good at it. That’s what we’ve been doing: figuring out what the science tells us about fear, worry, anxiety, and avoidance, and then what studies have shown us about how families can face challenges and step forward in spite of the threat. We have taken all we’ve learned from the research and from our own clinical experience and applied it to the skills we offer you here.

			 As parents ourselves, we know it isn’t our job to stop worries from showing up, because they appear through all stages of life for all of us. Our children are going to worry, our teens are going to worry, and so are we. Our goal is not to prevent worries; it is to keep anxious fears from dominating our families. We’ve mastered some excellent strategies to help parents help their kids enjoy life again, and we give them to you in this book.

			Here’s a fact you might find surprising. Research shows that anxious children can learn patterns of worry from parents who are only trying to help. Our most common responses to our scared and worried children can end up encouraging them to remain frightened. When we act as worried, frustrated parents, we rarely teach our kids and teens how to stop being worried. Instead, we inadvertently teach them to think and act in ways that reinforce their fear and avoidance. What are some of the most common mistakes we might make?

			•	We try to convince kids that nothing bad is going to happen, that they don’t need to worry because they are safe.

			•	We try to reassure them by overdetailing our schedules or the exact nature of upcoming events.

			•	We tell them everything will be fine if they just calm down, and we encourage them to learn skills of relaxation.

			•	We alter the family’s plans and school activities to accommodate their fear and keep them comfortable.

			•	We excuse tantrums and outbursts of anger, as though they are an extension of the child’s uncontrollable anxiety.

			•	We allow them to see our own anxious behaviors without role modeling any coping strategies.

			•	We become frustrated and angry and make unreasonable demands for our fearful child to “just do it.”

			In this book we explain the problems with all these approaches and teach you alternative ways to address your child’s avoidance. Kids and teens must be in charge of pushing past their hesitations and into the wonderful adventures coming up in their future. They need a plan. Then they need to make it into their own plans. You can’t force them, and they don’t like to be bossed around. But you can partner with your child to turn things around. Here is an example of how things can change for the better:

			***

			Casey was an anxious, avoidant worrier throughout her childhood. Little signs showed up before kindergarten, as she was shy around other kids and adults. In the first couple years of elementary school, she was afraid of birthday parties, so her mom stayed at the parties with her. They skipped the Fourth of July fireworks at the park each summer—just too scary. If she went to the movies, she sat in the aisle seat in case she felt like she had to leave. All that careful avoiding seemed to work because it kept her from crying, shaking, and yelling.

			By second grade, her mother was pleading with her to get out of bed for school in the morning, and Casey cried when it was time to leave for the bus. Soon, her mom started driving her to school as the only way to calm her down. Then Casey started refusing to get out of the car. She would cry, yell, and beg her mother to bring her back home. On the days she went to class, she often ended up in the nurse’s office with a stomachache.

			Missing class meant that she began to fall behind the other kids in math and spelling, which caused even more trouble, because nothing short of perfect was good enough for Casey. She sat at the kitchen table at night, sometimes for hours, making sure every letter of every word on her paper was flawless. She checked her math problems over and over. If she didn’t understand a concept, she cried and yelled at her mother. In Casey’s way of thinking, if she wasn’t perfect, then it was a sign that either she was stupid or she was going to get in trouble with the teacher. In her words years later, “My worries took up far too much of my time and energy. I felt like worry was my companion, whether I liked it or not. We hung out together.” No reassurances removed her doubts.

			The last big trauma happened the evening of her holiday chorus recital in fourth grade. She was sitting on the bed, wearing her new green dress and letting her mom braid her hair. She felt nervous but really wanted to go. “Plus, after the recital,” Casey said, “my friends and I were planning to go out for ice cream with our families. Who wants to miss that?”

			Suddenly, Casey threw up. That was the first time her nervousness caused her to vomit. She missed the recital and missed the ice cream party. She cried herself to sleep, and she and her mom cried together the next morning. And that was the last day worry dominated her life. Casey put it this way: “As we talked, our tears stopped. And we both started to get mad. We decided then and there that we were going to treat this worry thing as a puzzle. And we were going to solve it!”

			At fourteen, Casey has transformed herself from that anxious worrier into the normal, outgoing kid she is today. She hangs out with her friends, especially Shannon. This spring she had a blast working on the backstage crew for the school musical. And these last two seasons she’s run on her middle school cross-country team. She’s not the fastest member of the squad, but she has fun and feels accomplished.

			***

			Casey is a composite of the young people we have coached in therapy who, together with their families, have learned to beat anxiety at its own game. Your family can do this, too. We guide you in three ways:

			1.	We detail how worry tends to take control of a child’s life (and yours!) and how families unknowingly adopt patterns that make worry even stronger.

			2.	We explain how you can help your child develop the courage to get over worry, using a language your child can understand. We create a metaphor of seven puzzle pieces that we assemble with you. When you look at the list, you might view some of the strategy as unorthodox. But when you put all the pieces into action, you have a way out of this trap of anxious worrying.

			3.	We give you the concrete tips and exercises you need to move in a new direction—one that pulls your family away from anxious worrying and moves you back into growing and experimenting and discovering. As you will read throughout this book, understanding worry is important, but taking action is the key to conquering worry.

			Kids, teens, and grownups who worry tend to think and do the same things repeatedly. The trick is recognizing how worry works and having a different response to it.

			Think of yourself as a coach. Kids have to do the work, but coaches play an important role on their team as they push past their uncertainty. Perhaps you’ll talk every day about what to work on, or maybe you’ll just be there as a quiet supporter who encourages and reminds.

			In the first ten chapters, we provide you with six of seven pieces to solve the puzzle of worried, avoidant kids. In Chapter 12 we give you the final piece, which will explain how to use the other six pieces together in a workable plan. At the end of each chapter appears a section called Time to Take Action: Applying the Concepts, in which we guide you in step-by-step, nonthreatening ways to help develop the skills for parenting an anxious child or teen. We ask you to look at your own beliefs and the ways you might avoid uncomfortable situations, as well as how you may unknowingly be role modeling the wrong behaviors for your child. Most important, we provide suggestions for planting the seeds of change in your family and your child, as well as concrete ways you can role model courage and independence in your child’s presence. We want you to feel encouraged and hopeful as you read the chapters of this book. But, just as important, we believe you need to actively engage in the process of change. While we make suggestions throughout each chapter, we offer some of our most important recommendations at the ends of the chapters. They include looking a little more deeply at these problems you face and even challenging some of the ways you currently think and act.

			Another part of the Time to Take Action section is Plant the Seeds. This section gives you tips for introducing your child to the important concepts and skills of each chapter in a more casual, indirect way. Engaging your child in a conversation, pointing out a pattern, or telling a relevant story are helpful methods for engaging your child’s interest. Think of this process as planting seeds into the fertile imagination of your child. Then in Chapter 11, we offer activities that you and your child can do together. That’s where these seeds will take root.

			Also in Time to Take Action is Model the Process. When it comes to social behaviors, children primarily learn by observing their parents and other significant adults. We want to take advantage of your powerful influence as a model; that is the focus of this section in each chapter.

			Some chapters include a Just for Parents section, too. As you learn more about how anxiety and worry influence your thoughts and actions, you have a chance to strengthen your parenting skills by doing the exercises presented here.

			If you follow our suggestions within the Time to Take Action sections, then by the time you reach Chapter 11, you will feel like a stronger parent with clear principles on how to support a courageous and independent child. At that point your child or teenager will become accustomed to some new ways of looking at the challenges of the outside world. Then comes the tough part: getting your child to buy into the game plan. You can do everything right, but if your child continues to refuse action, your family will be stuck.

			We won’t abandon you as you try to influence your child or teen. We have written a free e-book specifically for anxious kids, voiced through Casey’s character as a strong and healthy fourteen-year-old.* Called Playing with Anxiety: Casey’s Guide for Teens and Kids, it tells the story of how Casey and her mom discovered those same pieces of the worry puzzle and put them together to transform Casey’s life. Casey models the courage it takes for a kid to win over worry, and she will coach your child on how to be a winner, too. Make sure you have read and worked on these first ten chapters before you introduce Casey’s Guide to your child. Then in Chapter 11 we summarize each chapter of Casey’s Guide and offer a list of discussion questions to help your child learn the principles that Casey presents. We also include activities—even some playful ones—that you and your child can do together that reinforce the skills of each puzzle piece. By the way, these questions and activities in Chapter 11 are more helpful for the younger ages. Teenagers, who are growing more independent, will prefer to read Casey’s Guide on their own (which is a good sign!).

			*You may download a free copy of Casey’s Guide at our website, www.PlayingWithAnxiety.com.

			While we have written this book in a casual, relaxed style, don’t let our lightness fool you. We stand behind these principles, and we firmly believe that they offer guidance for parents of children at least as young as eight years old all the way through teens ready to graduate from high school. We have taught this approach to hundreds of families whose children were diagnosed with any of the major anxiety disorders, including specific phobias, separation anxiety disorder and school phobias, generalized anxiety disorder, social anxiety, panic disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. (We detail the nature of these disorders in Appendix A.) We are confident that this book can help your family, too, but you needn’t go this alone. In Appendix B we list several national mental health organizations that can help you find someone close to you who specializes in treating childhood mental health disorders.

		

	
		
			1

			How Worry Moves In, 
How It Grows, and 
Why It Needs to Go

			WHEN ELIZABETH AND HER MOM arrive at the office for their first appointment, they both look tired. Elizabeth hasn’t been sleeping well, and she’s keeping her parents awake with her nightly worries. In order to call it a night, she demands that they have long conversations about what happened during the day and what might happen tomorrow. Anxiety has taken a toll on this family, and it’s been going on for many years. They’re overwhelmed by the demands of worry, and they don’t know what to do.

			This story is familiar. Kids and parents can feel demoralized if they believe “This has been going on all my life, and it pervades so many areas of my life. It is not changeable.” Often, families cope with such symptoms by avoiding stressful activities. While backing away helps everyone be temporarily more relaxed, life overall becomes far too constricted.

			Anxiety is a curious thing because it has figured out how to be overwhelming and simple at the same time. When you start learning about anxiety, you have a lot to sort through. Anxiety disorders come in several different classifications, and thousands of pages of research can help us understand where it comes from, what it does, and how it is best treated. But when you’re in the middle of it, it feels huge and twisted, like a maze with high walls and tricky dead ends.

			On the other hand, anxiety is not that complex. When you take a few steps back and look at the whole picture, the tactics of worry are often surprisingly easy to understand. Sure, the details vary from child to child and family to family, but worry follows a fairly consistent pattern. From a distance, you can see the traps, but you can also see the exits.

			In this chapter we give you some information on the purpose of worry and fear. We want you and your child to understand the normal, often useful role that worry and fear play in our bodies and brains. Then we differentiate between normal and problematic worry. You may be relieved to learn that some of the feelings and sensations your child and you experience are actually well-designed adaptations. You might also recognize that your concerns about your child’s anxious behavior are valid and really do need to be addressed. We hope that the information will boost your motivation and your confidence in realizing that you can make a difference.

			So let’s start with the role of fear. Take a moment to imagine a time in your life when you felt scared . . . and your body’s response was normal or even helpful. Here’s one: As Lynn was riding her bike last summer, she noticed a large dog tied to a tree in front of a house. She watched as the dog barked and growled and pulled at his collar, standing up on his back legs and lunging her way. Then his collar broke away. Suddenly he was free and barreling toward her. Instantly, Lynn began pedaling fast. Really fast. Her body focused on one important goal, and, as the dog drew closer, her heart and muscles and eyes and lungs all worked to escape. She did, thanks to a powerful fight-or-flight response that kicked in perfectly when she felt threatened and afraid.

			Our fight-or-flight response is here to protect us, just as it protected Lynn from that dog. And it comes with a set of major changes within the body:

			•	Blood sugar level increases.

			•	Pupils dilate.

			•	Sweat glands perspire.

			•	Heart rate increases.

			•	Muscles tense.

			•	The amount of blood in the hands and feet is reduced, and blood flows to the head and trunk.

			These normal, healthy, lifesaving changes occur in the body’s physiology, produced by communication from the brain to the autonomic nervous system, the endocrine system, and the motor nerves of the skeletal muscles. When the brain receives word that a crisis is at hand, it flips on this emergency switch, and all systems react simultaneously and instantly.

			But what if you don’t understand why your body is reacting this way? Maybe you think it is wrong or dangerous to have these intense sensations of arousal. Suppose you believe that the challenge in front of you is too big, you can’t handle it, and the consequences are going to be harsh. Then you become anxious, which exaggerates the fight-or-flight response:

			•	Your heart may skip a beat or beat irregularly.

			•	Your stomach may feel as though it’s tied in knots.

			•	Your hands, arms, or legs may shake.

			•	You may have difficulty catching your breath.

			•	You may feel pains or tightness in your chest.

			•	Your jaw, neck, or shoulders may feel tight and stiff.

			•	Your mouth may become dry.

			•	You may have difficulty swallowing.

			•	Your hands and feet may feel cold, sweaty, or numb.

			•	You may get a headache.

			Now imagine that you’re just a kid experiencing these sensations for the first time. No wonder our children start avoiding situations that provoke this set of changes. They don’t expect it, they don’t understand it, they are frightened by it, and—whatever it takes—they want to get rid of it. That’s one of the primary reasons kids worry: they are anticipating upcoming events that might make them feel out of control again. Once they begin worrying, they will look for ways to calm themselves down, and they have access to very few options.

			One strategic response is to give you and your child more ways to respond to anxieties and the circumstances that provoke them. First, you and your child can learn to understand fear, anxiety, and worry instead of just being driven by them. Where do you start? Children need to hear that being afraid is okay and even right. Fear and anxiety are the primary protective mechanisms we have in common with all other mammals. We humans are supposed to worry. It helps us to stop and think about our actions, to back away from dangers, or to fight for our lives if necessary.

			What about a situation that’s not life-threatening? Your child might start out afraid to sleep over at a friend’s house, but that fear quickly builds into a fear of the anxiety itself, and what it will do to her when she’s awake, alone, and far from you.

			Here’s the shift: What if she begins to think, “Worry is a very powerful part of me that protects me when I need it.”? And then she thinks, “But I’m not sure how to manage it. Maybe if I learn more about it, I’ll have a better chance to control my feelings.”
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			This strategy of valuing a process—worry and anxiety—that is causing so much suffering may seem unorthodox. But it is our strategy nonetheless, and we hope it becomes yours. Instead of criticizing the worrying and cajoling your child to stop worrying, your job is to reinforce the understanding that being scared is okay. You can gain rapport with your child by saying, “Of course you are scared. You’re not sure if you’re going to be able to handle the situation. It’s perfectly natural to have worries.” In later chapters we give you advice on what to say next. But you can start by saying, “You’re right to be scared.”

			WHEN WORRY WEARS OUT ITS WELCOME

			“Fine,” you say. “Worry is a normal response and we should appreciate it. Then please tell me what’s going on in my house, because it doesn’t feel normal around here!” You’re right, too. Even though the worry response has its place, it can easily overstep its usefulness. Worry becomes problematic just like any other pattern can when used in excess, in the wrong places, and at the wrong times.

			Parents often ask us how to know when worry moves from normal to problematic, because many worries sound like the normal struggles of childhood and adolescence.

			Growing up is full of new challenges and experiences, and insecurities are inevitable. Will I know what to do in my new classroom? Will I embarrass myself again? Will I be able to handle this like other kids? Are my parents going to be safe? Will I make it at camp? What if I don’t like it here? These are normal worries of childhood, but when they linger, trouble ensues. When momentary hesitations become incessant worries, children become increasingly anxious and stop moving forward into life.

			Earlier we said that anxiety is simple once you step back and look at the big picture. It’s simple because anxiety is a method of seeking two experiences: certainty and comfort. The problem is that it wants these two outcomes immediately and continually, yet life is full of surprises and discomforts, big and small. Overly anxious children tire out adults because such youngsters demand to know everything and to feel comfortable, and they expect the adults in their lives to make that happen. When you can’t know everything and ensure perpetual comfort, your children may have the following behaviors:

			•	They cling to you.

			•	They refuse to try new activities.

			•	They continually ask you for reassurance of their “what if” questions.

			•	They feel sick and complain of aches, pains, and nausea.

			•	They avoid school or cry or throw tantrums if you force them to go.

			•	They act shy and don’t talk in class or around others.

			•	They worry about future or past events (“I will look stupid reading this book report” or “Will I get married?” or “Did I make my best friend mad?” or “Something bad is going to happen to my family”).

			When children don’t learn to manage their uncertainty and discomfort—and come to understand excessive worry as an accepted part of living—they begin to avoid, which works wonderfully—from worry’s perspective. If a child is terrified to ride the bus and refuses so strongly that Mom drives him to school, then his fear is replaced with the comfort and certainty of Mom’s car, with Mom in it. He feels safe but gets no practice handling his worries.

			While avoiding seems like the perfect short-term solution, in the long-term the anxiety worsens and additional problems develop. Untreated anxiety in children is one of the greatest predictors of depression during the teen years and adulthood. Children who avoid school and new experiences miss out on valuable opportunities for social connection and may not develop the social skills needed to make their way in the world. Substance abuse is more likely as a way to deal with anxiety. School performance suffers, and young adults with anxiety have greater difficulty leaving home and living independently.

			Anxiety is common. Research shows that up to 20 percent of children have a diagnosable anxiety disorder, and the number is rising. Even without a diagnosis, virtually all kids have experiences of worry as they grow up. Certain factors—such as genetics, temperament, and stressful life events—increase the risk of developing anxiety, and we’ll discuss those in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3 we look at how anxious patterns are learned within the family.

			We know how confusing an anxious child can be. You are not alone. Anxiety is the number-one reason that parents bring their children to mental health professionals. It’s also the most treatable. Anxiety and worry are normal parts of a full life, with all of its challenges and uncertainties. You didn’t get this far without some anxiety, did you? Neither did we. In our opinion, helping your child learn how to experience and manage that worry is one of the greatest gifts that a parent can offer.

			TIME TO TAKE ACTION: 
APPLYING THE CONCEPTS OF CHAPTER ONE

			This chapter has covered three themes that will form the foundation for the strategies we’re going to teach you. First, we took some of the mystery out of anxiety; second, we showed you how anxiety and fear can be helpful and necessary; and then we let you know that action, not avoidance, is the key to success. These are the concepts we now want you to actively explore.

			Plant the Seeds . . . of Optimism and Action

			1.	Kids listen when parents talk to each other, especially when the child is the topic of conversation. Within earshot of your child, look for opportunities to talk to your partner or another adult about what you’ve learned in Chapter 1. Be optimistic and positive. Make comments like, “We’re really figuring out how this anxiety thing operates!” or “I never thought about fear as being helpful to me sometimes. That makes me think I don’t always have to get rid of it.”

			2.	Talk to your child casually about how you each might actively address the worry issue. Let her know that you are reading this book, and share some of the new concepts. Introduce the ideas in a relaxed manner. Don’t immediately impose any new protocol, telling your child how she now needs to think or behave. We want your child to be curious, not defensive.

			3.	Express your own curiosity about what’s to come. Use action words. “I’m excited that we’re going to learn what to do about worry.” “I’m reading this book about anxiety, and I can’t wait to dive in to the next chapter!” Remember, worry is all about stop and avoid. Plant the seeds of movement and discovery.

			Model the Process . . . of Managing “Normal” Worry

			Take some time to notice your own tendencies to worry. Reflect on your own worry management skills. How do you handle stress? How have you reacted to your child’s fears and symptoms? Many parents living in a family ruled by anxiety tell us they’ve lost track of where their child’s anxiety stops and theirs begins. Chapter 3 addresses parenting styles and influences in greater detail, and we’ll be specific about which parenting patterns may need your attention. Right now, though, we just want you to start observing. Consider asking a trusted friend (who is willing to be honest with you) about how you appear to handle stresses and the ways in which you may be modeling anxious behavior. Another set of eyes can be quite informative.

		

	
		
			2

			Nurture or Nature?
Either Way, You Have 
a Job to Do

			***

			He’s always been a sensitive kid. I remember when he was just a baby, less than a year old. . . . If a friend leaned into the stroller, he would start wailing. It took him a long time to tolerate my mother holding him. Even a new toy would upset him. He calmed down by the time he was a toddler, but he stayed very shy. I remember him constantly hanging on to my leg, and starting preschool was a nightmare for us both. When he was in second grade, he couldn’t fall asleep unless we sat with him in his bedroom or left the bedroom light on.

			***

			WE ROUTINELY HEAR THIS STORY from parents. Often they are asking us to see a middle-schooler who is showing enough increased signs of anxiety that the parents need professional help. As we detailed in Chapter 1, anxiety is common in children and adolescents, with over 20 percent of young people experiencing clinically significant anxiety at some point in their development. Of course, such a large problem has inspired study after study over the years, as researchers strive to explain the whys, whos, and hows of anxiety. Why do some children do fine while others struggle so much more? Who is most at risk? What makes anxiety worse or better? Is it genetic? Environmental? What about the parents’ influence?

			In these next two chapters, we explain the factors impacting the development of anxiety. In this chapter we start with the role of genetics and temperament. Even if your child (and you!) have dipped into the temperamentally anxious gene pool, you can learn how to manage this tendency and respond with parenting strategies that prevent anxiety from taking over your family.

			Starting Off Vulnerable

			Scientists have found neither an anxiety gene nor a single cause of anxiety in children. (They haven’t found one for depression either.) But infants can come into this world with a genetic predisposition to be sensitive, emotional, fearful, and high-strung. They are biased to feeling distressed when faced with unfamiliar people or unexpected events.

			Children born with such a high-reactive temperament—researchers also call it “behavioral inhibition”—rarely outgrow this tendency. Jerome Kagan, a Harvard psychology professor who began investigating this trend over thirty years ago, talks of “the long shadow of temperament.” Fifteen to 20 percent of babies are prone to respond to novelty with restraint or withdrawal. In research settings, three-month-old babies are observed flailing their legs, arching their backs, and crying when they hear a new voice or see a new toy. As toddlers, these same children are shy and easily startled. In the early elementary school years, they continue to act shy in class and at social gatherings. They take longer to warm up to peers or adults. By age seven, almost half of them show outward signs of anxiety, like fear of thunder or darkness, or extreme shyness.

			Once into their teenage years, they may have grown out of specific phobias. They might manage to hide their distress from others and appear relatively normal on the outside. But this tendency toward anxiety doesn’t fade away; it converts into worry. Just under the surface, their subconscious brains are still scanning the environment, nervous about some vague or even nonexistent threat. It’s not pure fear. They become more preoccupied with a generalized sense of dread about future events. Again and again they mentally loop through the latest threatening “what if” scenarios.

			About two-thirds of these inhibited teens spend excessive time carefully planning their days and preparing for worst-case outcomes. Will I get this project done on time, and what if I don’t? Should I meet up with them, and what do I say? Am I going to make a difference in this world? These questions are fine for an adolescent to ask. The problem is that a highly reactive teen continually poses such questions, generating gobs of distress and not feeling settled about the answers. That’s the difference between exploring and suffering.

			As we said in Chapter 1, an untreated anxiety disorder in childhood is one of the strongest predictors of later depression. Much of this risk stems from that shy, behaviorally inhibited style of hanging back, worrying, and avoiding. These behaviors limit a child’s social interactions, which is a problem.

			Think about it: When kids are young, parents help orchestrate playdates and birthday party invitations. Moms and dads know to include the shy children, often working hard to make sure no one is left out. But by middle school, friendships strengthen or wither based on kids’ interactions and interests. The parents no longer call the shots and make up the guest lists. Parties become sleepovers, and kids meet and bond at outside activities. When children avoid, social skills and friendships suffer, and the lack of positive social connections is a significant reason that teens become depressed.

			It shouldn’t surprise you that children who have separation anxiety (the need to stay close to a parent or home) may be showing an early manifestation of panic disorder. Recent findings support this theory: Nearly half of adults with panic disorder report having had separation anxiety in childhood—all the more reason to keep reading!

			Tendency, Not Destiny

			So, even though there is no anxiety gene, temperament makes a difference. In fact, four significant long-term studies are now following behaviorally inhibited children through their lives, and their data so far is clear: less than 10 percent of children who have a high-reactive temperament become consistently high-spirited, worry-free eighteen-year-olds who like taking risks.

			If the traits we describe here match those of your child, you needn’t let out a fatalistic groan. An anxious temperament predicts what a child often won’t become, but it does not predict what he will become. You, dear parent, have a lot to say about that. Just as previous research foretold the future patterns in children who start off anxious, the latest research shows us how to intervene, what to do differently, and how to teach the skills that might not come so naturally to you. How you model behaviors, how you help your child approach novel situations, and how you debrief the struggles of childhood become opportunities to influence your child’s orientation toward the future. Most important to remember here is that being a worrier can be temporary and is definitely changeable.

			Anxious Parents, Worried Kids

			If you have an anxious child, does that mean you’re an anxious parent? There’s a good chance that at least one parent is anxious, but a few different parenting pathways may have led one or both of you here. The first is the temperament we’ve just described. Perhaps you and your own parents remember worry-filled phases of your childhood years. Maybe you had trouble acting independently or were afraid to try new activities. If you were a behaviorally inhibited child, your tendency may have become your destiny.

			Maybe your own mother or father was anxious, showing you the world through a worried, fearful lens. Heredity plays a part, but anxiety is also learned and may be part of a long family tradition.

			Traumas in your past might be influencing your parenting style. The world can be a harsh and scary place, and perhaps you know this firsthand. You want to protect your children from what you endured, and that’s understandable. Because of your past, handling uncertainty and letting your child move into the world feels overwhelming and intolerable.

			Or maybe you didn’t start out anxious. You’ve always been pretty easygoing about things . . . until your anxious child started refusing and clinging and melting down. Not knowing what to do but hoping to make each day run smoother and easier, you adopted worry’s strategies, too. Now you and your child are worried about the worry, anxious about anxiety, and stressed out.

			The recipe for anxiety in a child is probably some parts inherited, some parts learned, a portion parenting—all stirred by experiences with peers. The skills we teach to handle it are the same, regardless of where it began, whose genes did what, or how it was reinforced. And as we look toward change, your approach to parenting is going to matter a lot. If you are prone to anxiety and worry, then paying attention to how you interact within your family is especially important. Without knowing it, anxious parents pass on subtle messages to children, implying that to hesitate and to act overly cautious are positive traits.
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