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When your child is worried

My youngest daughter, now 9, has recently been watching a cartoon with a cyclops in it. This naturally energetic
and confident child is now terrified every night at bedtime - the cyclops are coming!

Another of my children has always had an anxious disposition. She feels a little bit of anxiety about most things
most of the time. It’s typically low-level anxiety, but from time to time it can be paralysing.

Each of these anxiety situations is different. One is based on “state anxiety” or feeling anxiety just now about a

specific situation. The other is based on “trait anxiety”, or feeling anxiety as a general characteristic.

Anxiety situations can be founded on rational fears (like heights), or irrational fears (like the cyclops). But anxiety,

whether state or trait, rational or irrational, requires kind and compassionate responses.
Consider it for a moment:

It doesn’t matter whether you have a general predisposition to anxiety or not, we all have something that makes
us feel anxious. It might be giving a speech in public, or driving in the city at peak hour, or starting a new job. In
those moments, what would you want from the people around you? What would you want your partner, trusted
friend, or even your own parents to say to you?

Dismissal? “Nothing bad is going to happen, stop worrying. You'll be fine.”

Denial? “Driving at peak hour is the same as driving any other time. | don’t know why you’re worried about this”
Disapproval? “Stop telling me how worried you are about this new job, you should just be grateful instead.”
Doesn't feel good, does it?

Dismissing the problem with statements like “You'll be right. There’s nothing to worry about” doesn’t help.
Instead, they leave our kids feeling misunderstood and wronged. It can leave them feeling like they’re
incompetent! Plus, they feel as though no one understands them in their worries, and that they’re left alone to
face them.

Denying the problem doesn’t work either. We often think that reassuring our kids that “There’s no such thing

as cyclops” would surely help. Yet never in the history of people has anyone who is anxious and emotional
responded to logic by saying, “Good point. | am being silly. Thanks for getting me back on track” When we deny
their reasons for being anxious, we are in essence telling them that their feelings about the situation aren’t valid.

Again, we trample their sense of competency. And we hurt the relationship.
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Lastly, when we show our disapproval of their anxiety by telling them “stop worrying” “Stop being silly”, or
even “If you keep this up I'll give you something to really be worried about”, we use our power to threaten and
intimidate. This doesn’t decrease anxiety, instead it makes them more anxious - about the cyclops, the exam,

the dark, and about us!

Instead of dismissal, denial, and disapproval, what our kids need from us when they’re feeling anxious is
acceptance and affirmation. This doesn’t mean we agree with them. And we don’t need to take their worries
away. What they need is our support and encouragement to give them the confidence to face their worries
themselves.

What if we said these things instead?

“Something about this is making you worried. | believe you.”

“| get worried sometimes too. Can you tell me more about what is making you worried?”
“This is hard for you. I'll be right here with you”

When we accept that our child is worried about something and let them know that whatever it is, we
understand that it’'s a real worry for them, we give them the confidence to know that they have a trusted adult
to support them. We aren’t doubting them or telling them that their problem isn’t real. Instead, we're telling
them that they can count on us to listen to them without judgement.

When we affirm that we have experienced worries and anxiety too, we give them the courage to share openly
with us what is causing their anxiety.

When we agree that whatever they’re going through is hard, we show that we empathise with their emotions.
We give them the assurance to know that they don't need to experience these feelings of anxiety alone.

Once our children feel heard, seen, and validated, they’ll be better prepared to make an action plan to help
them face their worries. Maybe they’ll make a cyclops repellent spray, or maybe they’ll ask for help to practice
their speech. Whatever it is, allow them to formulate their own plan with your support, rather than swooping in
and fixing their problems for them.

The quickest way to reduce the impact of strong emotions is to share them. When we allow our
kids to share their anxiety with us, and we accept, affirm, and agree with them, their
worries will begin to dissipate.
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