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Praise for
The Opposite of Worry


“The Opposite of Worry offers a treasure trove of ideas to help children feel confident and secure. Lawrence Cohen has written a book that will help every parent of an anxious child. He describes the causes and symptoms of childhood anxiety and explains how children can overcome even the most tenacious fears in the context of a loving and playful parent/child relationship.”

—Aletha Solter, Ph.D., founder of Aware Parenting and
author of Attachment Play




“Here’s the help parents of anxious children have been looking for! Dr. Cohen’s genius is in the warm and generous spirit of the strategies he outlines for parents. He grounds his playful approach in a sound explanation of how anxiety affects children, and how they heal. Parents will come away with plenty of ideas to help them develop their children’s confidence. While reading, I found myself thinking, ‘I’d like to try that for myself!’ ”

—Patty Wipfler, Founder and Program Director,
Hand in Hand Parenting
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Introduction

Scary, Fun, and Safe


Do something scary, fun, and safe every day.

—A nine-year-old boy



I needed an idea for my eighth-grade science experiment. My mother was the director of a nursery school, and every spring the children hatched chickens as a project. I cared for the eggs and the baby chicks on nights and weekends. My sister Jeanie was studying to be a psychologist at the time (I guess you could say it’s the family business). She told me about her professor’s research on tonic immobilization, also known as “playing possum.” Many animals, including chickens, play dead when they are too scared for fight or flight, or because they know instinctively that hawks won’t eat anything that isn’t alive. I had my science experiment!

Once the baby chicks were a few days old, I gently held each chick on its side and stared into one little eye, trying to imagine how a hawk would look at a chicken. After I let go, it stayed immobilized for about a minute. Then it popped up and walked around again, demonstrating the cycle of fear and recovery. In the next experiment I immobilized two chicks at once. They both stayed down much longer than either one alone did—about five minutes. Then I let one chick wander around the box while I immobilized another one—it popped up after only a few seconds.

My conclusion: A frightened chicken looks to the second chicken to see if it’s safe. When the second chicken is walking around happily, it seems to signal the first chicken that all is well: That second chicken isn’t scared—and hasn’t been eaten—so it must be safe for me to get up and walk around. When the second chicken is immobilized, the first one seems to think, I don’t see a hawk, but that second chicken must see one, since it hasn’t gotten up yet. I’d better stay where I am. My sister’s professor, Dr. Gordon Gallup, found that chickens stay immobilized longest when they look in a mirror—they see their mirror image as another scared chicken.

Years later, as I began to work with families, I wondered why some parents have such trouble reassuring their anxious children. My old second-chicken experiments gave me a clue to this mystery. Children who are slightly anxious just need a brief word of reassurance or comfort from Mom or Dad—the parent is the unafraid second chicken. Children who are highly anxious often ignore reassurance, or it makes them even more upset. Sometimes that’s because they have anxious parents. When these children look around they see an anxious parent—a scared second chicken who confirms their view that the world is a dangerous place.

Even when parents are not anxious, children with high anxiety may not notice the relaxed person in front of them. That’s because anxiety can lead people to see the world through a lens of danger. It’s as if they always see a scared second chicken, like chickens immobilized in front of a mirror. Whether their parents are anxious or not, children with high anxiety often remain frozen in that feeling.

I started encouraging parents of anxious children to stop their endless attempts at reassurance. After all, the unafraid second chicken does not soothe the immobilized chicken’s fear with logic, words, or behavior modification. I developed a technique I call The Second Chicken Question: “Would you look in my eyes and see whether or not I’m scared?” This draws them out of their frozen fear and helps them find security. It works much better than “There’s no need to be scared.”

In addition to inspirations from the second chicken, this book also contains ideas for resetting the Security System. That’s my term for the mind’s response to danger—and safety. The Security System can save our lives. Without anxiety’s alarm function we wouldn’t bother to look both ways before crossing the street. We wouldn’t run, hide, or fight back if we were in danger. The Security System is disrupted by excess anxiety. Children who are prone to high anxiety have an alarm signal that is too sensitive. Thoughts set off the alarm even if there is no immediate danger: What if lightning hits the house? If only I had studied harder. Someone might laugh at me. What if no one talks to me?

An effective Security System has to have an all-clear signal. After a fire alarm rings, how do you know when it is safe to go back inside? Along with an overly sensitive alarm system, anxious children have a poorly developed all-clear signal. They don’t seem to notice any signals of safety, even after the second chicken has popped up and is walking around pecking at all the corn. Rumination, obsessive thinking, compulsive urges, and nonstop worries are examples of alarm bells that are never replaced by an all-clear signal.

Since they don’t have a comforting second chicken or an effective Security System, anxious children use avoidance. They don’t just avoid danger, they avoid anything that reminds them of danger. Anxious children even try to avoid feeling anxious. Unfortunately, avoidance increases anxiety in the long run. So avoiding avoidance is one of the themes of this book.

WHY I WROTE THE OPPOSITE OF WORRY

I have been anxious since my own childhood. I still remember the day I realized that some people don’t see the world in the same anxious way that I do. I am embarrassed to admit that I was already an adult when I learned this fact. I was driving on the highway when the exhaust pipe fell off the car in front of me. I swerved around it, straightened out the car, and started to panic. For the next ten minutes I kept repeating, “We could have died! What if we had hit that tailpipe?”

Finally, my passenger said to me, quite calmly, “But we didn’t.” After a stunned silence I had to laugh. That thought had never occurred to me. I tried to argue, but I couldn’t think of anything logical to say. Since the second chicken in the passenger seat wasn’t anxious, I could pop up from my immobilization and let my anxiety go. Well … anxiety doesn’t ever just go away in an instant. After all, it takes years to develop.

I came by my anxiety the old-fashioned way—both nature and nurture. I was probably destined by genetics and temperament to be shy, or “slow to warm up,” as we shy people like to say. I also had an anxious father, who had a very anxious mother. I had some scary things happen when I was young; traumas that were too hard for me to deal with at the time. In other words, I had just about every source of anxiety a child can have. This is the book that I wish my parents had on hand when I was a boy.

Parents often ask me if children will grow out of their anxiety. I’m sorry to say that just growing up is usually not enough, though it can bring new motivations for change. I worked hard to overcome most of my shyness once I wanted to be in a play at school and to ask someone out on a date. You’ll be happy to know I achieved both of those goals. And yet, certain situations still bring back the old feelings. Success in dealing with anxiety does not mean never feeling anxious again. It means that the anxiety isn’t as frequent, severe, or long lasting. One of the biggest changes for me is that anxiety doesn’t limit my life or get in my way anymore. I enjoy public speaking and meeting new people so much that most people don’t believe me when I tell them I am shy. When I feel anxious now, I strive to explore what it means and face the feelings underneath the anxiety, instead of becoming immobilized with fear like those poor chickens in my experiment.

It’s never too late to make a change. That’s lucky, because the best thing anxious parents can do for anxious children is to deal with their own anxiety. My father had always been afraid to swim because of his mother’s intense fear that he might drown. When I was about ten, I invited him to jump into a pool with me. He told me he was too scared, and I told him, “Don’t worry, Daddy, I’ll catch you.” He didn’t jump in, but years later he told me that my innocent confidence inspired him to take swimming lessons. At his first lesson he started to tell the instructor about all the childhood experiences that caused his fear of swimming. The instructor said, “All that talk is fine, but it’s not helping you to swim. It’s time to get in the pool.” That instructor was my father’s second chicken. Dad got in the pool and learned to swim.

I believe that instructor was correct in his advice to “just get in the pool,” but I do not advocate throwing children into the deep end to get over their fear of water, or locking them outside to get over their fear of the neighborhood bully. Parents play a significant role in helping children overcome anxiety, but our role is more delicate than forcing them to get over their fears on our timetable. We need to push children to face their fears, but we need to push gently and patiently.

The other main reason I wrote this book is that in my office I am seeing more and more children who struggle with anxiety. I also see more anxiety when I visit schools and hear about more childhood anxiety when I talk to parent groups. Parents are more anxious as well. In fact, the term “helicopter parent” entered the lexicon as I was writing this book. Many of my colleagues report the same thing—a large increase in the number of children who come to therapy because of fear, anxiety, worry, or perfectionism. I believe it would be fair to call it an epidemic.

During one conversation with parents at an elementary school, I heard about children who were too afraid of water to swim or even take a bath without huge emotional meltdowns; children too afraid of making a mistake to function well in the classroom; children unwilling to try anything new; children paralyzed by the simplest choices, such as what clothes to wear to school; and children who couldn’t bear to be in a different room from their parents, even to go to the bathroom. None of these children or families was in therapy—though I did give out a few business cards!

A longtime kindergarten teacher told me that for decades she has read fairy tales to her classes. But recently, every class has some children who can’t bear to listen to those same stories because they are too scary. A middle school teacher told me that a parent insisted that her son’s papers not be corrected in red ink, because it made him too anxious. No one really knows why childhood anxiety is on the rise, but some likely possibilities are increased competition in schools, increased stress at home, overwhelmed parents, and the overall pace of life.

Many parents feel helpless when their children are anxious, especially when reassurance doesn’t work. It’s a difficult struggle. You’re frustrated, angry, and worried about your children’s future. You see how anxiety, fear, and worry limit their lives and interfere with their happiness. You want to help them. Happily, you can help, in ways you may never have imagined.

There will always be a place for mental health professionals, especially in dealing with severe anxiety, but my approach is designed for parents to use with their children. Even if your child is in therapy, you can still use these playful and emotionally expressive techniques at home to supplement what is happening in the office. I’m a big fan of therapy—it’s what I do—but therapy lacks the power of the parent-child relationship, which can be a resource for healing and change. Most approaches to childhood anxiety leave parents out, and I think that’s a big mistake. The approach in this book puts parenting at the center. I hope that it will nourish your relationship with your children, which can be strained by childhood anxiety. You may also find help for your own anxiety—if by chance you have any.

A PLAYFUL APPROACH TO CHILDHOOD ANXIETY

Connection is the essence of my approach, as I describe in more detail in Playful Parenting. Human life is all about connection: pregnancy, nursing or feeding, rocking and cuddling, eye contact, play, sharing, soothing and comforting, listening and talking, friendship and empathy, love and affection. Connection helps children feel secure, confident, and happy.

But disconnection is also a part of life. Pregnancy ends with the baby separating from the mother’s body. Infancy ends with the child crawling away to explore the world. We separate from our children to go to work and for them to go to school. Disconnection also occurs, more painfully, when we are angry with our children, when they are angry with us, when they are scared, or when they feel alone. Disconnection is at the heart of many behavior problems. We often respond to “bad behavior” with isolation, time-outs, humiliation, hitting, slapping, threats, yelling, or withdrawal of love. These responses create even more disconnection, which is why they don’t work very well.

Because disconnection happens, we need to become experts at reconnection. Play is one of the best ways for a parent to reconnect with a child, because it is joyful, fun, and it requires us to join them in their world. Many disconnections arise when children have to join our world and our schedule (just think about the stress of bedtime, or places where they have to be quiet, or the rush to get ready in the morning). Yes, we have to impose schedules and limits, but when these create disconnection we can reconnect using extra affection and extra play.

My shorthand phrase for joining children in their world is “getting down on the floor.” Many problems are prevented or solved just by being eye-to-eye or shoulder-to-shoulder with a child. With older children you might not actually be on the floor. Instead, reconnecting might involve sitting next to children on the couch watching a TV show you hate (because they love it and you want to connect with them), or staying up late (because they are more likely to talk openly with you at midnight than at the dinner table).

Another way to think about connection-disconnection-reconnection is Filling the Empty Cup. Imagine that every child has a cup inside that needs to be filled with affection, love, security, and attention. With a full cup, children are likely to be cooperative, happy, and creative. With an empty cup, children are more likely to be uncooperative, miserable, and stuck in behaviors that get them into trouble. One of our biggest jobs as parents is to give out emotional refills. We do this by giving our children attention, meeting their needs, giving them choices, listening to them, and offering encouragement.

Love, affection, and play can fill children’s cups to overflowing. For example, you can help a child recover from a scary trip to the doctor’s office by reversing the roles—letting her be the doctor while you are the scared patient pretending to get an examination. You can also use stuffed animals or action figures to get giggles from scenes that make your child nervous. Roughhousing with children is especially helpful for building confidence, so use playful rough-and-tumble contact to help them feel physically and emotionally powerful. Laughter loosens tension, and closeness helps children recover after an upset.

Full cups and close parent-child connections create security in children. That leads them to act cooperatively, confidently, and flexibly. This security can be missing for children who are anxious, timid, fearful, or worried. It doesn’t mean they aren’t loved, but something has interfered with them having a full cup and a sense of safety.

Playful parenting is not all fun and games. Children have intense emotions, troublesome behaviors, and unmet needs. At these times children need adults who will listen to them and reflect back what they hear. They need adults who will gently guide them without judgment or criticism. They need adults to welcome their emotions, instead of telling them not to cry or not to be angry unless they have “a good reason.”

When we dismiss children’s feelings we miss out on the possibility of playful solutions, and our children miss out on empathy and understanding. Here’s an example from a mother who tried to protect her child from feeling bad. Her attempt to sidestep his feelings actually maintained his high level of anxiety, until play and empathy turned things around: “When my son was two, he developed a fear of the electric hand dryers in public toilets. He didn’t like any loud noises, but his fear of hand dryers became extreme. We initially reinforced the fear by helping him avoid those dryers.” She told me about the great lengths she went to in order to protect him from ever hearing this sound.

Finally she realized that this avoidance only made her son’s fear worse. “I initiated some silly hand-dryer games, where I was the hand dryer blowing onto his hands, or where he was the hand dryer and I was scared. I pretended to be scared in a goofy way when we went into public toilets. I challenged him to stand near the dryer, while calmly telling him that it’s okay for him not to like the noise, but it can’t hurt him. I moved slowly, first just suggesting the idea that I might turn it on, then actually turning it on, and finally encouraging him to put his own hands underneath. I also made sure to keep up the pretend play.”

A shift to play and emotional understanding made all the difference. Because they were no longer avoiding hand dryers, there was some crying, shaking, and screaming at this stage, but his mother understood that this was necessary for him to work through his fear. “Now, at four, I can’t say he likes electric hand dryers exactly, but he at least is willing to let me turn one on and sometimes will put his hands under them.”

Here’s another example from a playful parent that demonstrates creative parent-child collaboration: “With my daughter, Becca, anytime we can think of a way to bring a pretend character into the situation, it always helps. For example, Becca may be feeling very nervous about the shadow that her ceiling fan is creating in her room, but Coco the Stunt Woman (a character she created) is not nervous about anything. So when Becca becomes stuck in a fearful place, sometimes all it takes is to ask her if Coco has learned any new stunts lately. That breaks the hold and lets her think clearly again.”

In both of these families, play made room for something brand-new. Without play, the parents felt confused, aggravated, or stuck repeating things that weren’t working. For the boy afraid of hand dryers, make-believe games led to a step-by-step approach toward real hand dryers. His mother also accepted the flow of strong emotions that had been blocked by the earlier avoidance. Avoidance can feel good for a brief time, but at some point it gets in a child’s way. For the girl who was generally fearful, imaginative play activated her inner confidence.

SCARY, FUN, AND SAFE

The ideas in this book are applicable to children with an occasional worry, as well as those who are chronically fearful or severely anxious. The goal is to restore the joyful flow of life, freed from the bonds of worry and fear. Toddlerhood through age twelve is the period when we are most able to use playful parenting to help children face their fears and ease their anxieties. Older children may not be as open to your playful intervention, but there are still many techniques in this book that they may enjoy. Teenagers and young adults may want to tackle their anxiety on their own or with a therapist instead of with their parents.

I met with a young boy who wanted to overcome his anxiety. Later, his mother told me he wrote a note and put it beside his bed: “Do something scary, fun, and safe every day.” That’s a great challenge! So welcome to this scary, fun, and safe adventure, exploring The Opposite of Worry.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]

Childhood Anxiety:
Alert, Alarm, Assessment, and All Clear


Sometimes we can cajole her into trying something new, but other times she is just a shaking, sobbing mess.

—Mother of a seven-year-old



THE FACES OF ANXIETY

A typical day at a community pool is filled with swimming lessons and diving competitions. Amid the laughter, splashing, and chatter, each group of children probably includes one or two who struggle with some form of anxiety. Perhaps in the youngest class a three-year-old boy sits in his mother’s lap, thumb in his mouth, face buried in her shirt, while a teacher patiently tries to coax him into the water. In another class, a six-year-old girl steps happily into the pool, splashes her feet, then bursts into angry tears when a few drops of water land on her face. In the hallway a nine-year-old boy engages in a fierce debate with his mother:

“You know you’ll have a good time as soon as your class starts. You enjoyed swimming last week.”

“I just want to go home, I hate swimming!”

A twelve-year-old realizes as she begins her dive that one of her competitors is the top-ranked diver in their age group. She feels butterflies in her stomach and hesitates, spoiling her well-practiced dive.

The youngest child at the pool is anxious about separation from his mother, while the six-year-old is scared by the physical sensation of water in her face. The boy in the hall is eager to swim when he imagines it at home, but gets scared and tries to avoid it once he is at the door. Ashamed of his fear, or perhaps unaware of it, he covers it up with anger. The oldest child has performance anxiety marked by worried “what if” thoughts: What if I mess up? Each of these children is anxious, yet each is anxious in a different way.

So what is anxiety? That’s a tough question, because we use so many different words with overlapping meanings to describe it. Anxiety is sometimes regarded as milder or vaguer than fear, but an anxiety attack is the same as a panic attack, and that can be quite severe. Anxiety can be an emotion, a physical state, or troubling thoughts and beliefs. Stress usually refers to prolonged anxiety, while worries and obsessions are anxious thought patterns. Nervous habits and compulsions are anxious behaviors. Dread and terror suggest extreme anxiety, but these words are also hard to precisely define. Most children get anxious once in a while; others are anxious most of the time. Some are anxious and don’t even know it. It’s confusing! We’ll have to settle for a rough guide rather than a precise definition.

You may have noticed that my imprecise definition of anxiety is not based on a list of anxiety disorders. That’s because I don’t think diagnosis is especially useful in childhood anxiety. I’d rather understand the impact of anxiety on children’s thoughts, bodies, emotions, relationships, and behaviors. The opposites of worry, anxiety, and fear are also hard to define. The opposite of danger is safety, and the opposite of anxiety is security—or is it confidence? Or relaxation? What’s the opposite of fear? Fearlessness, courage, or calmness? The opposite of worry is trust that all is well. Again, it’s confusing.

THE POSITIVE SIDE OF ANXIETY

Whatever words we use, we usually focus on the painful side of anxiety, the side that makes children miserable and leaves parents helpless. But anxiety has a positive side as well. A little bit is necessary for our mental health, our success in life, and even our survival. A healthy dose of anxiety drives us to avoid danger, take effective action, and perform at our peak. Complete relaxation isn’t very useful for activities that require alertness and muscle control, like taking a test or diving into a pool. Anxiety only becomes unhealthy when there is excessive distress or excessive avoidance, like the anxious children at the pool.

Too much anxiety and you’re “worried sick.” Too little and you get nothing done, or you fail to take necessary precautions. We need fear when we are in danger, because fear galvanizes us to call for help, run, hide, or fight for our lives. Of course, that only helps us when our lives are really in danger. Fear when a tiger is actually chasing you is crucial for survival. Fear of a tiger in a zoo is excessive. Fear of a story about a tiger is really excessive.

Healthy anxiety also keeps us from acting immorally. Our conscience uses anxiety as a reminder that we will get in trouble or feel guilty if we do something morally wrong. Again, this anxiety can get out of hand, creating guilt or shame when we haven’t done anything wrong.

We don’t have time to think things through carefully when we are in real danger. We need a fast system, and anxiety is faster than the speed of thought. If that sounds impossible, consider that we often feel uneasy before we know why. We all have a little bit of “Spider-Sense,” the superpower of the comic book hero Spider-Man, which warns us when something feels wrong before we have time to process all the information carefully. Spider-Man wouldn’t call it anxiety, but that’s basically what it is: a signal to look around carefully for danger and prepare for action. Healthy anxiety shows up really fast, does its job, and then steps aside to let slower and more logical thought take over. With excess anxiety, that reasonable side has trouble stepping in.

Too much anxiety doesn’t kill us; it just makes us miserable. Well, it doesn’t kill us right away. Stress has terrible effects on health, but in a dangerous situation it’s safer to have too much anxiety than too little. That may be why so many children have excessive anxiety. As parents it’s hard to get the balance just right. We want our children to worry enough about a test that they study for it, but not so much that they refuse to go to school. We want them to check their homework for errors, but not to be such perfectionists that their papers are in tatters from repeated erasing. We want them to wash their hands, but not for five minutes at a time. We want them to know what to do in case of fire, but we don’t want them preoccupied with the possibility of a fire every time they enter a building.

Many anxious children worry that they aren’t smart, because they know they act irrationally at times. I always remind them that it wouldn’t be very smart to have no anxiety. Intelligence doesn’t protect a person from troubling emotions. In fact, many anxious children are highly intelligent—it takes a lot of brainpower to think of the things they worry about! Anxious children also need to know that they have emotional strengths. It’s common in childhood for vulnerabilities in one area to be balanced by strengths in another.

I met recently with the parents of Constantine, a boy with significant anxiety. They described him as imaginative, creative, joyful, and funny, with a long attention span—when not in his anxious state. This list is quite typical of children with high anxiety. Their parents and teachers often say they are mature for their age, verbally precocious, sensitive, and able to relate well to adults. We often encourage anxious children to take more risks in life, but on the bright side, we don’t have to worry that they will be extreme risk-takers and thrill-seekers.

THE SUFFERING CAUSED BY ANXIETY

When anxiety reaches too high a level, the suffering can be intense. Rob, a nine-year-old boy, sent me an email between therapy sessions: “Lately I’ve been getting very worried about dying and that hurricanes will reach here. I’m having a really hard time dealing with it and I wanted to tell you before Thursday. I’m getting really, really worried. I feel really tense inside. I’m having trouble falling asleep and just enjoying life. I wish that there is a way to solve this. I’m urgent to find a solution quickly. Can you help me find any solution?”

Anxiety causes a range of suffering from mild to moderate to severe, and from occasional to frequent to nearly constant. The distress of childhood anxiety can take many forms:


    •  Physical sensations, such as pounding heart, shallow breathing, tense muscles, butterflies or churning in the stomach, trembling and sweating, hot or cold skin.

    •  Frequent urination, gastrointestinal distress, or incontinence.

    •  Anxious thoughts, pessimistic beliefs, and worries. What if something bad happens? If only I had done something differently. I know my teacher hates me.

    •  Rumination, in which the same thoughts or images are repeated over and over with no resolution.

    •  Cognitive inflexibility, which involves a fear of risks, avoidance of anything new, or an intense reaction to changed routines.

    •  Nervous habits such as nail biting, hair pulling, fidgeting, or chewing on clothes.

    •  An emotional state of alarm, apprehension, panic, dread, or always feeling on guard.

    •  Fears of specific things—real or imaginary—such as dogs, bugs, or monsters under the bed.

    •  A tendency to perceive the world as generally threatening or dangerous.

    •  Avoidance of anything that arouses fear or anxiety, and extreme emotional upset when avoidance is impossible.

    •  Behavior patterns such as shyness, clinginess, indecisiveness, perfectionism, compulsions, or an attempt to completely control one’s environment.

    •  Escalating demands for reassurance, with increased feelings of desperation. When reassurance is given, however, it is often rejected.



You can see that anxiety can affect children’s bodies, thoughts, emotions, behaviors, and relationships. This means that every child’s anxiety will look different and feel different.

Consider two children, Mara and Cal, in a movie theater. Mara sits with her parents. Suddenly a picture of a shark fills the screen, along with scary music. Mara feels strong physical sensations in her body; that is anxiety. She thinks, I have to get out of here and What if that shark comes after me? Those thoughts are anxiety. She runs for the exit; that is anxiety. She has trouble falling asleep that night and when she does she wakes up with nightmares—more anxiety. The next time her family goes to a movie she doesn’t want to go, even though she understands there will be no sharks in it. That avoidance is also anxiety, and it may spread to other activities that Mara used to enjoy.

Another child, Cal, with a different pattern of anxiety, sits in the same movie theater with his friends. When the shark appears, he grips his armrest tightly, unaware that his pulse and respiration rates have shot up. Like Mara, Cal refuses to go to the next movie, but he isn’t able to explain why. He angrily rejects the idea that he is anxious or afraid. He says instead that he doesn’t like movies, which confuses his parents, because they know this isn’t true. Cal also becomes more aggressive toward his baby brother, a common manifestation of anxiety, and one that really upsets parents.

The suffering caused by anxiety falls into two major types: misery and missing out. A nightmare is bad, but so is staying home when everyone else is at the movies. We hate to see our children miserable, so we often say, “Don’t worry, you don’t have to go to the movie” (or in the water, or outside where there are bugs, or to school). But that leaves children stuck in avoidance, where they miss out on important experiences. As they avoid more and more of life, anxious children have narrower and narrower lives.

Families who struggle with anxiety get used to missing out. A few months after I received that wrenching note from Rob about his extreme suffering, I received this message from his mother: “Rob went to sleepaway camp for three weeks this summer! I am telling you because you will understand what a big deal this is.” Indeed I did. I love to see the expansion of children’s lives when they break free from the grip of anxiety.

Sometimes childhood anxiety is pretty obvious. But anxiety can affect children in very different ways, and some anxious children don’t look anxious at all. They may look aggressive or obnoxious instead. A boy named Ralph was frequently in trouble for recklessly knocking into people as he ran around the schoolyard. After he bumped into someone he refused to say he was sorry, which made his teachers believe he had no empathy or concern for others.

After I met with Ralph a few times it was clear to me that he had plenty of empathy. His problem was anxiety. Worried that no one would play with him, he raced around aimlessly during recess, unable to “read” the social situation or join in organized games. He bumped into people because he avoided eye contact. After he hurt someone and was pressured to apologize, his social anxiety kicked in even more strongly. He looked away, smiled nervously, and couldn’t come out with the “right answer” demanded of him. His silence and smile angered his teachers and worried his parents. Children like Ralph don’t fit the image we have of an anxious child, who sits in a corner timidly nail biting. Nevertheless, their problems are best understood as manifestations of anxiety. Next time your child misbehaves, ask yourself whether anxiety might be a factor.

THE ANXIOUS BODY

The misery of anxiety is both mental and physical. Many of the physical aspects come from changes in hormone levels and blood flow. When we perceive a threat, we instantly prepare to run for our lives, fight for survival, or freeze in fear. Hormones and neurotransmitters surge to give us alertness and strength, while blood pumps to our hearts, core muscles, and the long muscles in our arms and legs. Muscles tense while heart rate and respiration increase. On the other hand, digestion isn’t so important, and neither is spelling or delicate hand movements. So we get less blood flow to our stomachs, hands, skin, and any part of our brain not necessary for immediate survival. That gives us butterflies in the stomach, cold hands, and clammy skin. We may also have difficulty with language, logic, or memory.

This cascade of events in the body isn’t much help for most of the threats we face in the modern world, which don’t involve immediate physical danger. We’re ready for action, but there is no enemy or predator chasing us. As a result, tension builds up in our bodies. That leads to restlessness, jitteriness, irritability, and agitation—part of the misery of anxiety.

Children are relieved to learn that their physical symptoms of anxiety make sense in this way. This knowledge helps them accept their sensations instead of believing they are serious danger signals or a sign that they are “crazy.” Learning about the body’s anxiety cascade also helps children understand why anxiety can be so exhausting.

Anxious children are often shocked to learn that some people actually enjoy these physical sensations. My father learned this when he was an anxious psychiatrist in the U.S. Army. One of his jobs was to interview soldiers who had volunteered to be paratroopers. My father didn’t even like talking about jumping out of airplanes, but the men he interviewed found the idea thrilling and exciting. Some said they had never experienced fear or anxiety in their lives. He asked them if they ever felt a churning in their stomachs, sweaty palms, or racing hearts. “Oh, yes,” they said, “is that anxiety? I thought that was excitement!” When adrenaline hits the bloodstream, thrill-seekers say, “Get me more of that,” while anxious people say, “Get me out of here.”

Many anxious people live in a long-term or even a constant state of alarm. Our bodies, however, are designed to experience this intense fear state in quick bursts, not for long periods. Hans Selye, a pioneer in anxiety research, named this prolonged anxious state the stress response, and we now recognize a wide range of troubles—emotional and physical—caused by stress.

THE ANXIETY CASCADE CONTINUES

Anxiety eventually interferes with children’s schoolwork and social interactions because their attention is preoccupied with worries and fears. Socially anxious children avoid social contact, which means they get less practice with friendship. They fall further and further behind their peers in social skills. When children’s anxiety leads them to avoid looking at faces, they misinterpret or miss social cues, resulting in awkwardness and embarrassment.

Unlike loners, who are happy with minimal social contact, socially anxious children can be painfully lonely. Despite their yearning for friendship, they may still be unable to make friends. It doesn’t help to tell them to try harder. Most anxious children try extremely hard, and feel ashamed of their lack of confidence and their lack of social success.

Rituals or compulsive actions can take up more and more of a child’s life, like one boy I met who had a stressful two-hour bedtime routine every night, which his mother had to follow exactly in order to avoid a huge emotional outburst that could last several more hours.

Nervous habits, like fingernail biting or shirt chewing, can cause shame, embarrassment, and social rejection. Some people engage in their nervous habits because they feel anxious and need a way to soothe and calm themselves. Others engage in those same habits in order not to feel their anxiety. As long as they occupy themselves with their habits, they don’t have to experience their anxiety, though it may be obvious to anyone watching.

Avoidance is a central problem with anxiety, which is the reason for the familiar advice to “face your fears.” That doesn’t mean that we should force children to confront their fears when they aren’t ready. It is cruel to shove children into their fears, for example by throwing a child who is scared of water into the deep end of the pool to sink or swim. This approach often backfires, creating a much deeper fear, because it undermines the child’s sense of safety, security, and the trustworthiness of adults. Therefore the challenge to anxious avoidance has to be done gently, with a great deal of loving emotional support.

Children with anxiety can become extremely agitated, usually when they can no longer avoid what scares them. A child with a dog phobia will someday find herself face-to-face with a dog. The first day of school always arrives whether an anxious child is ready or not. Many parents live in dread of these anxiety overloads. In the words of one mother: “Sometimes we can cajole her into trying something new, but other times she is just a shaking, sobbing mess.”

THE SECURITY SYSTEM: ALERTS, ALARMS, ASSESSMENTS, AND ALL CLEARS

The Security System explains how anxiety is triggered, experienced, expressed, and completed. When infants sense a threat, danger, or need, they cry in order to get someone to come close to protect them and meet their needs. Parents and caregivers have two responsibilities. The first is to confront the danger or meet the need. The second is to be a comforting presence so the child can reestablish a sense of safety and security. The Security System becomes more complex as children grow up, but it continues to follow that same sequence from threat to security.

To experience your own Security System in operation, try this exercise: Notice your current emotional state. Take a few deep breaths and clear your mind. Now I’m going to ask you to do something that might be a little scary. Take a minute to remember a time when you were afraid. Vividly recall the details. I know it is uncomfortable, but take some time to notice what you experience in your mind and body. Now clear away that image, and focus on a worry for the future. Vividly project yourself into the images and thoughts that represent this “what if” scene.

Wipe those images from your mind. Take a slow deep breath in. A long, slow exhale. Ahhh. Keep breathing. Place your hand below your belly button and breathe so that your hand moves out and in. Look around the room at the here and now. Notice whether all is well at this moment. You survived whatever scary thing you recalled from your past. Right now the scary things you imagined are not happening.

Did you feel some anxiety? Did you feel some degree of relaxation when you slowed down your breathing? If so, you have just experienced every part of the Security System: alert, alarm, assessment, and all clear.

The sequence begins with a relatively calm and relaxed state. The alert activates the system at the first hint of danger. That hint can come from a memory or an image; it doesn’t have to be a current threat. The alarm is the anxious state, with all its thoughts and physical manifestations. The assessment is the thoughtful evaluation of danger and safety. The all clear is the signal to the alarm system to turn off: All is well, I’m safe, and I can breathe deeply.

If this exercise alarmed you, I hope that the sequence ended with a renewed state of calm. It can take some time for the body to calm down from its hyperalert and alarmed state, to move from alert to all clear. People with high anxiety tend to be on heightened alert all the time. They also have a highly sensitive alarm. They do not always assess situations accurately, and they take a longer time to cool down or receive an all-clear signal. If you are still anxious from that exercise, take some more time to cool off. Slowing down is one of the keys to successful transformation of anxiety.

Every part of the Security System is crucial. To protect us from harm, some part of our mind must always be alert to the possibility of danger. Once alerted, our bodies need to react immediately, which is why we can’t just get rid of anxiety in the same way we use antibiotics to eliminate an infection. We need the alarm system to kick into high gear to prepare us to fight, run, or call for help—but only if the danger is real.

How do we know? That requires a good assessment system. Anxious children’s assessments are biased toward seeing danger, whether it’s there or not. As I described in the introduction, they see a scared second chicken no matter where they look. Nonanxious children make more objective assessments. They recognize danger but can also appreciate evidence of safety. If there is no danger, they have a strong all-clear signal to shut off the alarm and reset the system.

Unfortunately, there are many ways this Security System can misfire. Children who constantly search for danger don’t enjoy life very much and limit their daily activities. Children whose alarm sensitivity is set too high have extreme reactions to things that aren’t really dangerous, such as thoughts, feelings, or a change in plans. Children whose all-clear signal is set too low have a hard time calming down once their anxiety gets going.

Imagine two children, Ruby and George, enjoying a pleasant hike in the woods on a beautiful day. Suddenly they see a stick that looks a lot like a snake. George has a dramatic reaction. Overwhelmed by fear, he runs away. He rejects his father’s suggestion to come back and look at the stick in order to see that it isn’t really a snake. His father tells him not to be such a baby and threatens never to take him on a hike again.

What happened here? George’s alert worked perfectly, signaling potential danger. Then his alarm blared too loudly and for too long. Responding to the alarm, George avoided the “danger.” Unfortunately, George’s avoidance meant that his assessment system couldn’t do its job. He had no new data to form an accurate assessment. Therefore he never gave himself an all-clear signal. His dad tried to give George the all clear, but that didn’t count. The anxious brain is reluctant to believe all-clear signals from outside, even from a trusted source. His father, frustrated by his inability to calm George down, became impatient and angry. George’s fear lingered. On future hikes he had a fearful reaction to tiny sticks and to the faintest rustle in the leaves. His alert and alarm systems were set way too high, and his assessment system and all-clear signal never had a chance.

Ruby was startled when she saw the stick. Her reaction wasn’t as intense as George’s terror, however, and she didn’t run away. She was able to notice that it was just a stick, but she didn’t calm down. She had already begun a cycle of anxious thoughts: Oh, it’s a stick. But it could have been a snake! What if it was a snake? For the rest of the hike she had trouble relaxing, and for a long time afterward she said, “I hate hikes.” Even though she made an accurate assessment, she was stuck in a loop—each new scary thought reactivated her alarm. Like George, she never found the all-clear signal.

The Alert Signal

Alerts are almost instantaneous (actually, they take about two-hundredths of a second). That’s faster than we can process
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