
Understanding and 
Supporting Anxiety



Session Agreement
• Supportive learning environment.
• Mixed range of experience 
• Networking – Consider CHEWs. (Brief explanation 

of process and workshops)
• Participation. Using confidentiality as basis. 
• Ice Breaker – What is your biggest worry?
• Feedback required at end. 
• What are your aims for today?



What is anxiety?

Please consider what anxiety is….
Perhaps you could develop a definition.

5 minutes  



What is anxiety?

Anxiety is an emotion characterized by 
feelings of tension, worried thoughts and 
physical changes like increased blood 
pressure. People with anxiety disorders 
usually have recurring intrusive thoughts or 
concerns. They may avoid certain situations 
out of worry.
APA (American Psychological Association)



What is anxiety?

• Anxiety is a normal feeling
• Occurs in times of stress or challenge
• Increased adrenalin
• Fight, flight or freeze reaction
• Can be useful in preparing for new or 

challenging situations
• Irrational fears
• Redistribution of blood: away from 

head and stomach to muscle groups



Anxiety Stats:
o Rates of probable mental disorders have increased since 2017; in 

6 to 16 year olds from  one in nine (11.6%) to one in six (17.4%), 
and in 17 to 19 year olds from one in ten (10.1%) to one in six 
(17.4%).

NHS Digital 2021
o Around 4% of children aged 5-10 will have anxiety. In girls aged 

11-16, this rises to 8% and for boys, 6%.
NHS Digital 2017
o Children are 3 times more likely to struggle with anxiety than 

depression. 
NHS Digital 2017
o Separation anxiety is the most common occurrence of anxiety for 

children under 12
NHS Scotland 2020



Who does anxiety affect?

Everyone:

• All children experience anxiety
• Part of their natural development 
• Helps them cope with some new 

situations and challenges
• Some children more anxious than 

others
• Can affect education
• Can affect friendships and social 

development 
• Can impact on everyday functioning



Anxiety Intervention
• The first intervention that should be given is called psycho-education. 

This involves explaining to a child how anxiety works in their body and 
what they need to do to manage it. This may be the only intervention 
they need. 

• Common symptoms present across the different types of anxiety 
disorders. 

• Symptoms vary in number and intensity for each child. 
• The same chain of events in the body happens each time a child 

becomes anxious. 
• In-built threat system in the brain is activated. 
• Anxiety, and the threat system, are primarily there to keep us safe. 
• However, sometimes the threat system can become too sensitive and 

this is where anxiety can become unhelpful and impact on many areas 
of life. 



What does anxiety look like?
(Internal factors)

Draw a person and mark on what might happen to 
them when they are feeling anxious.



What does it look like?
• Feeling shaky, sick, dizzy or faint.
• Increased heart rate, sweaty and tense.
• Shortness of breath.
• Feel like you might die.
• Body pumps blood to the limbs.
• Eyes focus on threat.
• Sometimes invisible (masked) and unclear from other 

demonstrations e.g. anger.



Impacts of Anxiety

Outside your person, write what effect the 
impact of anxiety may have on their life.



Causes of Anxiety
(External Factors) 

Back to your person, write down what the 
causes of anxiety may be for Children & 

Young People?



What causes anxiety?
• School work / learning styles
• Expectations 
• Bullying
• Friendship difficulties and 

“socially awkward.”
• Family/finance/housing/ 

stress
• Appearance
• Significant life changes or 

emotionally traumatic events

• Diagnosed / Undiagnosed 
conditions such as Autism, 
Asperger's, ADHD and a range 
of Learning Difficulties 

• Low mood or depression in 
parents/carers

• Phobias

Anxiety in children and young people can lead to a higher risk of 
heightened anxiety when older.
Even with the best treatment some CYP may still have ongoing 
anxiety



What keeps anxiety going?

•Attentional shift to body and own thoughts
•Avoidance of situations
•Anticipatory anxiety
•Safety behaviours
•Thinking after the event, “See I was right to 
think that....”
•Anxious style of thinking



Other factors ...

• Family traits
• Personality
• Stressful childhoods
• Frequent house or school moves
• Transition
• Parental separation
• Bereavement
• Physical illness
• Conflict or discord at home



Common types of disabling anxiety 

• Separation anxiety 
• Social anxiety 
• Agoraphobia 
• Specific phobia's
• Generalised anxiety 
• Panic disorder



Coping Strategies 

Go back to your person and 
consider what coping strategies 

may be helpful to learn?





What Can Parents and Carers do to Support a Child or Young Person who 
Experiences Anxiety?

The best way to help 
young people dealing 
with anxiety is to find 
ways to face feared 

situations. Help plan ways 
for them to test out their 

fears gradually and set 
specific goals.

Listen and validate their 
emotions e.g. ‘I have 

noticed that you seem a 
little worried. Can you 
talk to me about it?’ or 
‘Can you tell me how 

you’re feeling?’
Reassure once and 

instead of telling the child 
that nothing bad will 

happen, ask things like 
‘what has happened in 
this situation before?’ 
This can help them to 
begin to challenge any 

negative thoughts.

Stay calm but supportive 
and try not to get drawn 

into their emotions. It 
helps if you are 

supportive but stay 
practical. Normalise 

talking about feelings of 
worry and anxiousness 

and what happens to the 
body when this happens 

(psycho-education).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=FfSbWc3O_5M

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FfSbWc3O_5M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FfSbWc3O_5M


Worry v Anxiety

• We tend to feel worry in our heads, and anxiety in our bodies 

• Worry tends to be specific, anxiety more general 

• Worry can be more verbally focused while anxiety includes verbal 
thoughts and mental/physical affects

• Worry can trigger problem solving behaviour, anxiety does not (unless 
aware)

• Worry creates mild distress, anxiety more severe

• Worry is caused by realistic concerns whilst anxiety often irrational 

• Worry tends to be controllable, anxiety much less so 

• Worry can be a temporary state, anxiety often lingers

• Worry doesn’t impact our day-to-day functioning, anxiety does

• Worry is considered a “normative” psychological state, whilst 
unnecessary anxiety is not



Treatments/Approaches

Understanding CBT;
In groups, consider a situation.. 
Explore different aspects of the CBT model in relation to 
that situation; 
1. Thoughts
2. Feelings
3. Physical Sensations 
4. Behaviours





Summary - Treatments/Approaches

• Reassurance
• Psychoeducation
• Normalise
• Listen
• Distraction
• Exposure
• Relaxation
• Multi disciplinary team approach to include school and 

family
• Behavioural activation 
• Self Esteem 
• Creative play 
• Counselling 



Tips for Anxiety for Children 
1. Reduce exposure to anxiety if possible; then work out 

strategies with the child (exposure therapies / exercises?)
2. Learn about anxiety.
3. Don’t bottle emotions - talk about your worries.
4. Develop coping strategies.
5. Face fears and recognise / acknowledge progress.
6. Support – who can support the Young Person (trusted family 

member/adult).
7. Learn to breathe (regulate).
8. Learn another relaxation technique.
9. Focus on positive things in your life.
10. Understand that we all have anxieties.
11. Avoid over-scheduling.

(Children need down – time too!!) 
12.   Don’t be afraid to NORMALISE



Things to Try
Worry Box / Jar Worry Monsters

Self Soothe Boxes



Things to Try
Distraction

ü Draw a picture 
ü Make slime 
ü Use a fidget toy 
ü Play on a table 
ü Build Lego 
ü Talk to friends / family 
ü Use / create a glitter jar
ü Go for a walk / do some 

physical activity



Things to Try
ü Mindful Breathing https://www.youtube.com/watch?v

=IIbBI-BT9c4
üVisualisation exercises

üTransition objects

üRelaxation exercises – lots on YouTube/Relax like a cat

ü5 senses also known as Grounding – What 5 things can I 
see, 4 things I can hear, 3 things I can touch, 2 things I can 
smell and 1 thing I can taste.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IIbBI-BT9c4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IIbBI-BT9c4


My Anxiety Handbook by Sue Knowles
Don’t Worry, Be Happy by Poppy O’Neill
Avoiding Anxiety in Autistic Children by Dr Luke 
Beardon

Websites – Anxiety Canada, Hey Sigmund, Anna Freud, 
Mood Juice, Hands On, Elsa and Therapist Aid

Phone Apps  - What’s Up, Mindshift, ThinkNinja, 
Molehill (ASC)

Reflection and Resources time… 


