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AUTHOR’S NOTE TO SECOND EDITION



When I first sit down with a new family in my office, I tell them that my goal is to teach them everything I know—in a first meeting! While not exactly realistic, the point is that I want the families I see to quickly become experts (and believe that they really can become so), to learn all the tricks, strategies, solutions, ins and outs of how worry works, so they can ensure that their child overcomes the hurdles that anxiety can place in a child’s life. And they do! The fact is, I have learned so much from my patients in the ten years since this book was first published—from the youngest worry warriors who learn to stomp their feet and shake their bossy fingers at worry brain when it’s scaring them and say no!, to the teenagers who bravely share their worry thoughts, risking great shame and embarrassment, only to find that their worries are normal and typical, and that there are some very clear things they can do to stop these thoughts from running the show in their minds—that my goal in writing this second edition is to teach you everything I’ve learned in the past ten years, all in one sitting! You can become an expert, or what I call a “worrywise parent” to your “worrywise kid.” You’ll know exactly what to do when worry comes barging into your child’s life, and beyond that, how to make sure that your child knows exactly what to say and do to ensure that worry stays far out of the way of your child’s much better and more important plans. It’s easier than you think! So get ready and away we go!



INTRODUCTION

How to Be a Worrywise Parent and Raise a Worrywise Kid




I want life to be easier for Jake. He’s an exact replica of me. I was the kid who always had a stomachache, always worried about doing something wrong, kept thinking I was going to get in trouble—and of course I never, ever did. I was the model child. He’s always on edge, looking around at what other kids are doing, making sure he’s not doing anything different. He’s only five years old. Why can’t he relax like the other kids? It kills me.

My husband says that our daughter will outgrow her separation anxiety when she’s older and not to worry. I worry. Every time the front door closes, she calls out: “Mom!” And starts crying because she thinks I’m gone. She can’t go to the bathroom on her own, certainly can’t sleep by herself. I know lots of kids still feel afraid at nine, but it seems like things are getting worse with time, not better.

Sarah has never been a worrier; she was always my confident, straight-A student who would go for anything, but suddenly she has become paralyzed with fear about everything. She is hesitant to try anything new, she’s doubting her abilities, she second-guesses everything. It’s heartbreaking—we don’t know what happened to our girl, and we don’t know how to get her back.

The day I found out that Dan had been eating his lunch in a bathroom stall rather than face the kids in the cafeteria, I died a thousand deaths. I knew he was shy, but I didn’t realize how unbearable life had become for him. This can’t be the story of his life. We’ve got to help him, but I don’t know where to begin.

Marty has never been a worrier; he’s a really put-together kid. I was stunned when he turned around and walked right off the bus he was supposed to take for his school overnight trip, and in front of all the kids said, “I can’t do it.” I knew he had some trouble falling asleep, but this was so humiliating for him. How do I help him get over this?



TEACHING YOUR CHILD TO BE PREPARED FOR WORRY TO PREVENT A WORRIED WAY OF LIFE

[image: ]


The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD



We all want our children to succeed in life. We would do anything to protect them from bumps in the road, but if we listen honestly to that little voice in the back of our minds, we know we can’t. But we can do something better: Teach our children how to protect themselves. How to be prepared, not scared, when they hit those obstacles. What do they need to be prepared for? Situations, struggles, failures, and unknowns, yes, but even more than that, they need to be prepared for worry. Why? Because worry is a great primitive, unreliable exaggerator, and it’s a built-in first-responder for all of us. It casts tall shadows on otherwise ordinary or uneventful situations of life—saying hello to a teacher, taking a test, or touching a doorknob—and makes our children think that something bad will happen if they were to take that risk. But worry has it wrong. When children don’t take reasonable risks, that’s when bad things happen: they miss out on important experiences and opportunities in life. This book is about teaching our kids to be smarter than their worry by fact-checking it: to first look at worry’s unreliable, distorted version of the story and next, what they really believe to be true, and compare those two stories side by side for accuracy—and not only to retain the ability to function, as Fitzgerald suggests, but far beyond that, by choosing the facts over the fears, to cultivate the opportunity to thrive. To make good choices for a good life, to have fun, connect, grow, learn—to be kids! That’s exactly what this book is about. You now hold in your hands dozens of practical take-home strategies to do just that.

Worry is an inevitable part of growth and change. Worry rushes in every time we experience some uncertainty and fills the gap between the exposure to something new and the mastery of that experience. That is why we need to teach our children to be as prepared as they can be, to get worries out of the way, rather than let the unreliable stories worry is telling them detour them. Why is this necessary? Because if we conducted an exit interview about all those stressful moments our children lose sleep over, we would see that for every book report, test, bedtime, audition, parent outing—over and over again—worry is wrong. It tells our kids the wrong things about what will happen. Worry narrows the mind to focus all the attention on the most far-flung, unlikely scenarios, meanwhile distracting our children from focusing on what they actually need to do in order to feel prepared and confident for the situations they face. We don’t want our children to waste their time, but given how attention-grabbing worry thoughts are, kids don’t know how and when (or that it is safe) to switch gears unless we teach them. That’s the essence of being what I call worrywise children. These are children who can’t be outsmarted by worry because they’ve been taught how to spot and not fall for the tricks the brain can play. Worry won’t change—but our kids absolutely can.

When wrestling with every what-if that comes down the pike—What if you faint, what if you hurt your mother, what if you get hurt? What if today is your last day on Earth?—the natural reaction for kids is to be scared and say, “Make the thoughts stop!” But a worrywise kid knows that you don’t have to stop your worry thoughts; you just have to decide whether to listen. That the thoughts’ mere presence doesn’t grant their authority. By changing their relationship with worry, children can learn to be the boss and to downgrade worry’s authority by tapping into other departments of the brain and generating other options. Your child shifts his perspective: worry goes from something to trust to something to test. A worrywise kid looks past the worry to the other side of the story and decides which advice is better, more true, and more helpful. When you let the worry speak for itself, rather than just trying to convince your child everything is fine, worry won’t have the last word. After doing the “side-by-side comparison” of fears vs. facts, your child will see worry’s shortcomings and distortions and choose the side of the truth; in so doing he is choosing to step out into life, even if cautiously, rather than retreating to the sidelines.

ANXIETY AND OUR CHANGING WORLD

Since the original release of Freeing Your Child from Anxiety, much has changed in the world. Not a month goes by where parents are not put in the position to have to explain something difficult either in the world at large—terrorism, school shootings, natural disasters, a fiscal crisis, or in their own world: the neighbor or schoolteacher with cancer—and still tuck their child into bed and send them to school the next day. In many ways, the anxious frame has now become the new normal. Anxiety continues to be the primary mental health problem facing children and teens today; the incidence according to some estimates is as high as 20 percent. More children are more anxious. Parents are more anxious. According to one study by psychologist Jean Twenge, even typical schoolchildren today without any diagnoses have baseline stress levels higher than psychiatric patients in the 1950s.1

Parents are more concerned than ever, too—not just about their children, but in general (think economic pressures, unemployment concerns, college admissions competitiveness, and more). Parental uncertainty about the future often translates into more pressure on kids. The impulse is to turn outward: enrolling preschoolers in Kumon classes; pressuring high school students to take multiple AP classes; entering young athletes in travel sports teams so that their achievements will look good on a resume or earn them a sports scholarship; hiring coaches for college admissions, application essay writing, and SAT prep. But these extra advantages often lose their benefit when they translate into more pressure, especially when the place that children truly need reinforcement is by strengthening their inner resources and emotional resilience.

Anxiety doesn’t go away on its own. And anxiety-producing situations are not going to disappear. It is my firm belief that our future depends on recognizing the essential need for anxiety prevention for our youth. The urgency of addressing the needs of anxious kids is undeniable.

It’s clear that if ever there was a time when parents needed simple, trusted direction on how to teach children to overcome the tricks and trials that worry plays on the mind and be free to pursue their path unencumbered by the obstacles of anxiety, it is now.

In order to teach your child how to be in charge and talk back to his fears and worries, you, as a parent, need to help your child separate himself from the worry, and distinguish between what worry is saying and what your child truly believes deep down. How do you do this? Instead of saying, “What are you worrying about?” you can ask, “What’s worry bugging you about, or what’s worry telling you to think here?” If your child says, “I’m scared!” or “I’m freaked out,” rather than telling him “Don’t be scared,” you can say, “It sounds like the yikes button got pushed. Let’s do a system reset. Is this really a yikes button moment?” or ask, “So part of you is scared. What does another part of you think?” Instead of putting them in a position to defend to you why they are worried, notice how this nuance of phrasing separates worry from your child and lets worry speak for itself—and come up short. You want to shine a light on that, so your child can see worry’s limitations and, though it gets there first in his mind, not give worry the last word; that belongs to your child. By separating worry from your child, you are also encouraging your child to use his “thinking brain” to stop and think realistically about what he truly expects will occur.

CHILDREN ALREADY HAVE THE SKILLS TO OVERCOME WORRY (YOU JUST NEED TO TELL THEM IT’S OKAY TO USE THEM)

We know kids worry. Today we want to know how parents can teach their kids to get competent at managing their worry. The good news: your child already has the skills they need to overcome worry and anxiety and they use them every day—sometimes for good, sometimes not so much. But regardless—your child has these skills! They may not know that they are allowed to use them, and even that they are supposed to use them in certain situations. Our job as parents is to teach them that they are allowed to (and need to) use these skills with their worries and fears.


▪Children know how to ignore things that come up: like when you are telling them to turn off the TV or a video game. Or if they’re in school and think, “I’m hungry” or “I want to go out to recess”—they understand that they don’t have to jump just because a thought is there. That’s what they are going to learn to do when worry keeps bugging them with unnecessary warnings.

▪They know how to be bossy: like when their sibling is in their room without permission. They are going to use that voice and that stance to refuse to be bossed around by their worry.

▪They know how to expect trouble: like if a neighbor always cheats in hide-and-seek, they know to predict the pattern and call them on it. They are going to use those prediction skills to learn worry’s habits and tricks. That way they won’t be surprised when worry pops up; they’ll know to expect it and be prepared to say, “Oh, you again.”

▪They know how to be flexible and solve problems: like when their batteries run out on their Wii, they borrow them from their remote-control car. Or when they are losing at a video game or get thwarted, they try a different route. They are going to learn not to stick with their first reaction—worrying—and instead get in the habit of switching gears to consider other, more realistic interpretations of the real risk in a situation.

▪They know how to use facts appropriately, argue with authority, and prove people wrong: like when they know better than you how electronic devices work or what the carpool schedule is. They are going to learn to trust their own authority, put worry to the test, and fact-check the claims that worry makes. They are going to show that they can prove worry wrong and feel proud of their triumphs.

▪They know how to get used to things that are hard at first. Just like when they learned to ride a bike, tie their shoes, or play the trumpet, they learned that practice is the way. They’ll rely on practice and hard work to put themselves in uncomfortable situations with worry—and learn that they can not only get used to new situations but also be glad that they made the effort!

▪They know how to do what’s best for them even under pressure: like on the playground if people are insisting that they play soccer, but they want to play on the swings or play basketball, they’ll do what they want. This is what they’ll learn to decide when it comes to worry. Instead of thinking it’s safer to stay home, they’ll decide that it’s not fair to miss out on things that are safe just because worry is telling them that they’re not safe.



Kids don’t have to stop the thoughts. They simply need to change their relationship to their thoughts. The more your child can learn to trust themselves, and not their anxiety, the more they will be able to put the worry thoughts aside.

WORRY: NATURAL BUT NOT NECESSARY

One in five children will develop an anxiety disorder, and many more will be on the fringes of that statistic. But beyond those statistics, we know that no child is immune to the challenges and pressures of life. Anxiety is a natural by-product of those stresses, and a natural first reaction to feeling overwhelmed or encountering uncertainty. But it’s not necessary. Although there are many better and more accurate ways of seeing a situation, anxiety prevents children from looking for other ways of thinking. Running marathons in their minds, round and round the worry track, they suffer on the inside. For the vast majority of kids, it’s not the situations themselves that are the problem, but what their minds are telling them about their lives. Their minds are playing tricks on them—making them run through the equivalent of dress rehearsals and fire drills for disaster, embarrassment, and dangers on a daily basis—things that will never happen, and that other children, whose minds aren’t spotting trouble out of every corner, will never have to consider.

As parents, we have to be on the lookout for anxious children. In the vast majority of cases, anxious children appear to be fine to their peers, teachers, and sometimes even their parents. Better than fine, actually—they are perceived as competent and model students, and rightly so; their efforts not to stand out or be found out come at a great cost. As much as they are doing their best to manage the constant worry and the pressure that it generates, continuing with the status quo is not a sustainable solution. Worry takes its toll physically, emotionally, socially, even academically, though often invisibly. A child who is anxious and hiding anxiety is like the swan seemingly gliding across the surface of a pond but paddling like crazy underneath—the work is exhausting and relentless. Stuck with a worry sound track playing in their minds, these children don’t know there is a choice, that there are specific steps they can take to change the score. They need our help.

Just because worry is “normal,” in the sense that it is universal and everyone experiences it from time to time, does not mean that it should be ignored or brushed aside. Runny noses are normal too—but we certainly don’t tell kids’ noses to just “stop running”! We teach kids a system to take care of a runny nose: how to use tissues or their sleeve (options are always good!), and also how to prevent one: bundling up in the cold and washing their hands (occasionally anyway) to reduce the spread of germs. Kids wouldn’t know how to do these things on their own—witness the ever-drippy toddler. But once they’ve got it, they’ve got it, and goodness, don’t hand them a tissue, because as soon as they’re able to reach, they want to get the tissues themselves. Kids want to know how to take care of themselves. So it is with worry. And fortunately the worry lessons are simple. Here are the first three to get you started.

LESSON: It’s Not the Situation; It’s Just the Story Worry Brain Is Telling You

Lesson one for being anxiety-savvy is knowing that the problem isn’t the test, or the dark, or the playdate, or college. Those things are ultimately very manageable parts of life. The problem is what your child’s mind is telling them about those things. Anxious children are tangled up in a widening web of “what-if” and worry. We can’t get rid of the dark or the test or the playdate; it’s our job instead to encourage the child to focus on what the worry brain is saying. It’s not a good companion. It won’t help your child find the way to handle the situation competently; the worry brain would be in the way of your child’s clear thinking. Learning this is the beginning of being a worrywise kid. It’s about realizing there is a choice; that worry’s take on the situation is the first (and the worst), but it’s not the accurate one.

So how do we help kids extricate themselves from their worry so they can decide what to think and do? Rather than rushing to reassure them or argue with them rationally, we must devalue the worry message in the first place and help kids see they have a choice. If your child came to you distressed about a telemarketer’s insistence that they buy new siding, you would likely respond by saying, “That’s just a telemarketer; his job is to make everything sound urgent. What does he know about what you need?” Substitute the phrase “worry brain” for “telemarketer” and you’ve begun to understand how to enlist your child’s critical thinking. For young children, it helps to give the worry a name—the buzzing of the worry bug, the overprotection of protector brain. For older children, referring to it as the worry tape or the exaggerator opens up the possibility of hearing the worry with an analytical ear. The mountain has now been reduced to a molehill, and kids are more willing to approach their worry situation and overcome it one step at a time. Encourage your child to “stamp” the thought as unnecessary, to use a thought sorter to separate the fears from the facts. Help him relabel the voice of worry and both of you can roll your eyes when you hear it exaggerating the risks as usual. Your child will appreciate that you’re not upset with him, you’re fed up with worry!

LESSON: Do the Side-by-Side Comparison: Choose the Real Deal

Children are natural choosers. They write more if they get to choose what color ink. The desire to make their own choices is so strong and innate that one study of four-month-olds found that they would get upset if they couldn’t pull the strings themselves to hear music, even though they heard the same amount of music when someone else pulled the strings for them. So lesson two: Let kids pull the strings. Don’t tell kids what to think; instead ask them questions about what they want to think. This gives kids choices, so that they can choose better interpretations than what their worry brain is telling them. Help your child see worry as a choosing moment. He can’t help that the worry thoughts are there or that they got there first, but he doesn’t have to settle for worry’s version of the story. He can’t control that the thoughts are there, but he can choose whether they get all of his attention; he can instead search his mind for better options. Parents can help their child learn to stop, not to reinforce worry’s take on the situation by adding more and more what-if’s, but rather to look and think past the worry. To what? To the truth that every time is completely different (and better!) than what worry threatened it would be.

How does this translate to the home front? When your child asks questions (often questions to which they know the answers), like “What if this happens?,” “Is this safe?,” “What’s going to happen if I…,” rather than just saying “It’s fine” or “Don’t worry,” take the opportunity to separate your child from the worry and create choices. Say things like this: “Is that what worry is telling you?” or “What do you really think?” Or, “You’re having worry thoughts right now. I wonder what you think will actually happen when you do go to the dance. How do you think it will turn out? And why do you think that is the case?” This is how you create the side-by-side comparison of fears vs. facts. Then like good consumers they can choose which version of the story sounds more likely or more true. Ask them how different parts of the brain might interpret that situation: the thinking brain, the protector brain, the scientist brain. Ask them what else they might feel besides scared. Excited? Curious? By not seeing it as a matter of either/or, scared or not, but rather thinking in parts or drop-down menus, kids are able to tap into a range of thoughts and feelings that actually coexist within them. Thinking to look for the pull-down menu of hypotheses and interpretations in their mind? That’s the hallmark of a worrywise kid.

LESSON: Exposure and Desensitization: Using Planned Discomfort to Prove That Worry Is Wrong

What’s the third secret of being a worrywise kid? The secret advantage that unlocks your child from the grips of worry and doubt? Experience, or what cognitive behavior therapists call “exposure.” Kids achieve this by going ahead and interacting with the thing they’ve been afraid of: going to a pet shop and looking at dogs, raising a hand in class, ordering in a restaurant, texting a friend about going to the mall. Anything that worry said they can’t do, they shouldn’t do, it’s too hard, bad things will happen—put worry to the test and watch it fail and your child win. It’s one thing to shrink your worries down by correcting the story that worry tells you, but seeing is believing. When kids avoid something that frightens them, or when parents help them to avoid those things, kids get the message that it is too scary, or dangerous, or that other kids can handle this but they can’t. Avoidance makes fear stronger, but experience weakens fear and builds your child’s confidence. They’ve proven to themselves that they can handle it and even master the challenges they face.

We say approach on purpose because anxious children have been avoiding on purpose—interacting with what they fear only under duress or by accident. Their plan for dealing with feared situations up to this point is to hope that a snowstorm closes school or that they get sick so they won’t have to give their book report. Planning the right-size exposure for your child’s anxiety level (not too hard, but not too easy) will give your child the confidence that they don’t have to be afraid. For example, when a child who is terrified of throwing up sees that they are able to watch a video of someone getting sick, and eventually even laugh (because of the weird texture of the … vomit … not because someone got sick), that’s a confident child. Or when a child with OCD for the first time touches a doorknob and then eats a snack without washing his hands, the world opens up. The most exciting thing is that they hold the key. Where do you come in as a worrywise parent? By encouraging them to try, or simply being willing for them to try these things, you give them the signal loud and clear: This must be okay. My mom wouldn’t want me to do it if it weren’t.

To make this work, parents need to notice or create exposure opportunities. And they are everywhere in a child’s day. For a child who has social anxiety, a parent may always order for them in a restaurant. A worrywise parent would start to share that job, by first having the child order the drink (or whatever is an easier first step) and ordering the rest of the meal him- or herself. Gradually the parent would shift the responsibility ratio over time until the child can do it all himself—and feel proud! Your job is to create or simply not overlook the natural opportunities available to help this competence grow.

I summarize these lessons as follows: “shrink” the worry down to size by creating thinking choices, and then “approach” the situation one small step at a time to see that your child can tackle that challenge safely and proudly. These are cognitive and behavioral elements used in cognitive behavior therapy, the most effective treatment for anxiety disorders. The best news about anxiety disorders is that treatment works—these disorders are the most treatable psychiatric condition, and cognitive behavior therapy is our most powerful tool. Hundreds of studies have shown that kids are able to overcome their symptoms and maintain their progress long after treatment has ended. What’s more, the lessons they learn are internalized for life. As anxiety experts Drs. John Walkup and Golda Ginsburg of Johns Hopkins write: “It is dramatic to observe a child ‘anxious since birth’ or even ‘in the womb’ respond to treatment with what appears to be substantial changes in ‘temperament and personality.’ ”2 Importantly, often treatment doesn’t have to take place in a therapist’s office. You can learn to do what a cognitive behavior therapist would do, and do it in your living room, your car, your child’s classroom, the backyard. That’s my ultimate purpose in writing this book.

I’d like you to meet some parents who understand that the goal is not to take away their children’s pain or stop their children’s thoughts (though, like any parent, there’s nothing they’d rather do), but to teach their children to hold the worry thought and the other opposing thought and choose the most accurate “caption” to the situation they’re in. These parents understand that their child can and needs to do this themselves—with their coaching.

Here are some of the brave (and occasionally edgy or unorthodox) things that worrywise parents do, because they know that they’re safe, and they need to confidently show this to their children:

A mother of a child with a bug phobia reached into her purse and brought out a sealed plastic bag with a bunch of ants. We proceeded to have a picnic in my office, bugs and all. And in the end, that child could see that she didn’t have to run, that her life and plans no longer had to come to a screeching halt just because there were bugs present.

Another mom who was trying to explain to her child that worry is fake, like junk mail—an idea she had read in the first edition of this book—did a demonstration on her own with the solicitations she’d received. She put a bunch of junk mail on the table and then put in a bill or two, and said, “See the difference? These letters aren’t important. What do we do with junk mail? Rip it up and throw it away.”

And finally there was a mother whose daughter, suffering with OCD, was terrified that she might somehow, unwillingly or by accident, decide to follow Satan or allow demons to possess her. The family had a strong Christian faith, and the mother knew this wasn’t her daughter talking—it was OCD. To prove to her daughter that a thought doesn’t mean anything more than the value we give it and can’t change who we are, she did a very brave thing. She said (much to her daughter’s initial shock): “I’m going to show you that you are safe no matter what thoughts go through your mind. I am going to say these words: ‘I am going to choose to follow Satan.’ ” The mother was devout and had no intention of changing that! She was showing her daughter that these intrusive thoughts that characterize OCD don’t have any power, that they are different from our actions and intentions and beliefs, and that we don’t need to be afraid of our thoughts or of ourselves. That even though unpleasant thoughts may pop up, they are meaningless, and ultimately we are in charge; we decide what we believe and what we do. Worry is just playing the “what-if” trick on us. Seeing her mother, whom she trusted more than anyone, demonstrate this lesson was deeply relieving to the daughter and gave her the confidence to jump in and start “bossing back” her OCD.

Their tactics may be unorthodox and edgy at times, but these are parents who get it: their job is to teach their children (and show them) that we need to be prepared for worries and fears, that we don’t have to be scared, that worry doesn’t have instant authority in our lives, that its exaggerations are wrong. Then they know that, when their child is afraid of something, they need to start planning—not to avoid the situation, but to understand the situation differently and reduce the risk down to size, so that the child will not be afraid to approach it. They also know that if they can’t be brave and show their children that risks—of touching doorknobs, tackling their fear of heights, being assertive with a salesperson—are reasonable, then they can’t expect their children to take risks. This work is a two-person job. Model reasonable risk-taking.


I’m not afraid that I will do x, or that x will happen; that’s only what my worry brain is telling me.



At first when you’re working on worry, you will be the one coaching your child to think differently about their thoughts. But your ultimate goal is to teach your child the skills to take charge of worry themselves. In so doing, you are giving them the autonomy to do what you would do for them. You are teaching them how to at the same time have these uncomfortable thoughts and learn a new way to approach their thinking. One that feels much better (and truer!). As much as there’s a natural avoidance, kids also have a natural curiosity and a desire to master new skills. You are giving your child skills that will last a lifetime.

How do we do this? The most important lesson is not to take worry at face value. Worry is not the calm, still voice of reason that we could really use on our side when we’re in a pinch. On the contrary, worry is a relentless exaggerator, a distorter of the facts, and for anxious kids it is the default first reaction. To them, the worry sounds convincing, but in truth it operates independently of reality—there’s no interface. Managing worry means challenging the credibility of those automatic thoughts and cultivating a strong second reaction—speed-dialing that voice of reason, connecting to some truth circuits, and in so doing, bringing that magnified risk down to a manageable size. Second, give kids permission to play with their own thinking and you open up the possibility that kids can actually doubt and “boss back” the worry, with authority, rather than being held hostage by it.

We have more reasons than we can count to take on the job of teaching our children how to manage their anxiety. To start, we need to understand the lessons ourselves. In this book you will find the nuts and bolts of how worry works, and solutions for how to reduce it step-by-step. When you learn the principles of how anxiety builds and resolves, you will feel prepared rather than overwhelmed by your child’s fears and worries and will be empowered to introduce simple strategies into daily life. This practice with the small stuff helps kids be prepared to competently handle the big stressors when they come along.

Taking this job seriously doesn’t mean that you need only keep a serious tone. As you will see in these pages, worrywise parents use whatever creative means they need to reach their audience. Take your child’s distress seriously, but play with the worry; this will reassure your child, more than anything, that worry’s messages aren’t worth heeding.

This book is organized into four parts. In Part I we explore the causes of anxiety, how to diagnose it, and what treatments are available for kids. In Part II we take a closer look at the mechanisms of anxiety. We’ll discuss user-friendly ways to talk to your child about anxiety, and give you and your child a “master plan” to implement in anxiety situations.

Part III takes a closer look at specific anxiety issues, including worry, phobias, social anxiety, separation anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and tics and habits. Applying the techniques introduced in Parts I and II, these chapters illustrate how to adapt the strategies to address the particular concern your child is having. In Part IV we take a brief look at issues that can impact anxiety levels and learn how to manage hot spots for anxious kids—including going to school, dealing with siblings, and going to sleep. Talking to children about real-life tragedies and turning down the heat on our pressure cooker children are also addressed in Part IV.

Whether you are a newcomer to the subject of anxiety in children or are a veteran of the struggles it creates, my hope is that through the examples of other families facing the same situations you’ll be inspired to see that worry management is not only a skill, but an essential gift that you can work on with your child.

In these pages you will meet many children and families who know well what life with anxiety is like because they live it too. These generous families have agreed to share their stories—their struggles and ultimately their triumphs—so that others may learn and perhaps find the path a bit easier because they know that they are not alone. These are parents who may have started out knowing nothing about anxiety, or have known the dark side of it from their own childhoods. They have succeeded because they learned how anxiety works so that they could explain it to their children. They learned not to be afraid of their children’s fears, and instead to be strategic—to teach their child to “think twice” when worry is talking, or to ask “the million-dollar question”: If their child could win a million dollars by saying whether worry is right or wrong—could they do it? They’ve learned to back up when their child is afraid, but not to back off. They know that helping their child to approach fearful situations is exactly how they will prove to themselves that they don’t have to be afraid. Just as children need to be brave and see beyond the anxious moment to the success and relief on the other side, to understand that this discomfort is temporary, parents need to do the same. Get ready. You are going to get braver and wiser through this process too.

Remember the goal: It’s not to talk your children out of their fears; it’s to teach them how to talk themselves through their fears, to put worry to the test and see how it falls short. Parents can do better than removing hurdles for their children; they can let their children be the heroes by teaching them how to jump over the hurdles themselves.

 


DO IT TODAY: EVERYONE CAN LEARN TO WORRY LESS.

One great thing about the worry lessons you’ll teach your child is that they will find more and more opportunities to apply them—even with you! Don’t be surprised (and do be gracious) when your child gets so good at spotting “worry brain” that they bring this home to you. One youngster recently told me that when his dad was driving them to a ball game his dad was saying: “We’re going to be late. We’re going to miss the whole first inning! And look at the gas gauge; it’s only a quarter of a tank!” He told his dad: “That’s your worry brain. I think it’s making things worse. We can’t get there any faster if you worry, but it’s making this ride really stressful. And didn’t you tell me that you only have to worry about the gas tank when the light comes on? Can we try to have fun now?”

As long as it is done in a respectful spirit, this is a great opportunity to thank your child. Really. We all do better with less worry!





Part I

ANXIETY DISORDER BASICS

What You Need to Know to Set Your Child Free



Parents are excellent leaders when they know where they are going. But many parents feel so overwhelmed by their child’s anxious distress that they get confused about where they are headed. Are they trying to make their child feel better, or are they trying to help their child be stronger? Torn between these two options, parents often feel at an impasse. In this section I’ll tell you what you need to know to tackle both goals at once. By learning the fundamentals of how anxiety works, how to identify it, and how to successfully intervene, you will become competent in teaching your child to overcome their fears and worries—and nothing feels better than that!

In Chapter 1 we look at the potential causes of anxiety in children. I’ll explain the “no-fault” nature of anxiety disorders. It’s important that parents accept their child for who he or she is—which is the key to making the first steps toward change. In Chapter 2 I’ll introduce the different types of anxiety disorders so that you can find the anxiety-disorder type that best fits the theme of your child’s worry. Chapter 3 covers the “when” and “how” of treatment for childhood anxiety.



Chapter 1

“I CAN’T; I’M TOO SCARED”

Understanding Children’s Fears and Worries



From the children:


When I was little my mom worked the “graveyard shift” at the hospital. Every night I was so worried that meant she was going to die and I’d never see her again.

I hate having to worry all the time. I can’t do anything without thinking—Are my parents okay? Is my family okay? It is always in the back of my mind. I wish I could just turn off my mind, but then I feel like a bad person for feeling this way, because I love my family and I don’t want anything bad to happen to them.

My parents get mad at me for staying up late working. They keep telling me to stop worrying. That stresses me out more. They have no clue the pressure I’m under. It wasn’t like this for them. Everything I do counts for college. There’s nothing to cut out, this is just my life.



From the parents:


Until he knows for sure, he can’t, he won’t. How do I convince him life is okay?

I feel like the worst parent. I want to help my son, but I lose it and I know that’s not helping anything. I start out patient, but nothing I say makes him feel better. Then I get frustrated and it’s a mess.

My son is so worried all the time; he’s constantly in this bubble of stress. The other kids are oblivious all around him. They are just being kids. I wish so much that he could be more like them.



If you want to make things better, you first need to know what’s wrong. In this chapter we’re going to explore exactly what an anxious child’s inner experience is like and the different ways that anxiety can manifest. We’ll explore the fine line between when anxiety is “normal” and when it’s not, and we’ll take a look at what causes anxiety. All of this will help you empathize with your child’s experience so that you can better help him overcome his worries and fears.

THE PROBLEM OF LIVING ON HIGH ALERT

“Don’t run into the street! Stop climbing on that. Careful, that will break!” Words like these are staples in most parents’ rule books, but most parents of anxious children find they never have to utter them. The mind of a worrying child is already fielding hundreds of internal “be careful” or “watch out” or simple “don’t!” messages every day. Rather than insisting that their child do their homework as in most families, you may be wresting papers from your kid, convincing him he has done enough and it’s time for bed. In fact, you may even find yourself kept in check by your worrying child—“Did you lock the door? Is the gas tank full? Did you send in the permission slip?”

Though it can often be confusing or frustrating to parents that their child must feel every wrinkle in the day and race ahead to prepare for every eventuality, we must understand that anxious kids are just following the instructions that their worry brain is giving: Proceed with caution; handle with care; warning: danger ahead.

Whether they are worrying too much about typical concerns such as grades or friends, or being frightened by unlikely disasters like getting a fatal disease or becoming homeless, anxious children are highly cautious because their mind is giving them unreliable, biased information and overcorrecting for the possibility of danger. But they don’t know that. They are oriented—by their wiring, or their experiences—to see danger when it’s not there. Though it sometimes seems that anxious children go looking for trouble—whether it is overhearing a conversation in the hallway about lice, or financial stress, or heart attack, their hearts sink and their worry soars—they don’t want to be this way. They are equipped with a system that is programmed to be highly sensitive to any hint of uncertainty, to risk, to danger. But it’s a system that is not very good at interpreting that risk or uncertainty. So kids notice everything but don’t get any help putting those observations into perspective.

Sometimes anxious kids recognize that they are different from their peers, but oftentimes they assume that this is just who they are, rather than seeing this as a problem that can change. But to be an anxious child—at any age—is to juggle; it is to live a double life. As one articulate youngster said: “My heart is telling me things that make my stomach feel bad.” On one hand, there is a constant barrage of catastrophes, worries, and disasters flashing through their minds. Their default setting is high alert. Meanwhile, on the other hand, their parents and teachers tell them not to worry, and sometimes these adults even get frustrated with them for feeling the way they do. This adds to their worry, because now they feel they’re doing something wrong!

Conducting their lives as if they’re in the middle of a fire station, anxious children are constantly on edge, waiting for the next alarm to sound, the next disaster to strike, and amazingly with all of that going on in their minds, to the outside world anxious children often fly right under the radar of the best-trained eyes. It is much to their credit that they can keep all the balls in the air and do so well—but it is not without a cost.

Parents juggle too. On one hand, they feel embarrassed when it’s their child who is hiding in the corner at the birthday party, in tears at the school play, or unable to go on the school camping trip. In these moments they just want to make the problem stop. On the other hand, they feel scared: If my child is struggling with all these hypothetical fears in the midst of a pretty great life, how will they ever survive when they have a real problem? Caught between these two views and feeling helpless, they may try to diminish the fear, ignore it, or even get frustrated at their child for being anxious. But what they need to do is understand what is going on. That’s the beginning of finding a new solution.

MAKE IT STOP! THE PROBLEM WITH ANXIETY: THE EMERGENCY THAT ISN’T

All children need to know that they are safe and that their parents will protect them. Anxious children are no exception, but helping them feel safe is a complicated and often frustrating endeavor. This is the poignancy of an anxious child.

He or she comes to you, drops their fear, unhappiness, or uncertainty in front of you, and waits for you to fix it. Struggling with invisible enemies, they want you to save them as you would protect them from any concrete danger. You see your child unraveling and that the degree of distress your child is feeling is out of proportion to the situation, but what he’s experiencing feels like an emergency, and he wants you to take away the emergency or he wants to escape.

Put those two together and your child might get angry or frustrated at you for not being able to save him and make him feel better. He might think that you are being mean because you can’t make it better, or even that you’re choosing not to make him feel better because you won’t do the simple things he asks (like letting him stay home from school or assuring him for the twentieth time that morning that he won’t throw up). And you probably feel frustrated yourself that the usual magic touches of parenthood—a hug, a kiss, and some reassuring words—aren’t doing a thing. While you could do all the things that your anxious child asks, you know that meeting these surface needs will not free him in the long term, but will only engender dependence on you for reassurance forever!

Anxious children feel trapped, and they want you to get them out. The more that you understand that what is trapping your child is the faulty information their brain is telling them, the more you will be able to separate the worry from your child and help them begin to correct the distortions and mistakes—by themselves.

FEAR: A NORMAL AND NECESSARY PART OF LIFE

What is the setup for anxiety? Fear. On one hand, fear is an adaptive human reflex and an essential safeguard for survival, for children and adults alike. Fears and worries can help children put on the brakes in unfamiliar situations. Rather than hurling yourself into a swimming pool when you don’t know how to swim, for example, a good dose of fearful “what if?” can keep a healthy degree of caution in the picture. Because our natural inclination is toward growth and development, we would not survive as a species if it were not for our ability to hold back and appraise and avoid danger. It is a protective mechanism and a normal part of development.

Fear can be considered the emotional response that occurs in the space between confronting a new situation and actually mastering it. Anxious children are wired to notice these gaps more than others. Rather than responding with delight and curiosity—a desire to master something new—they become derailed by an overwhelming feeling of distress and concern. The “what’s new” is eclipsed by “what’s wrong.”

Temporary fears are a normal and healthy part of development. In the same way that adults may be fearful of a new piece of technology until we have figured out how it works—and may even entertain unrealistic scenarios of blowing up the computer by pushing the wrong button—kids’ fears are fueled by an active imagination, trying to piece together an explanation for how the world works in the high-stakes context of their safety. A little information goes a long way. A four-year-old at the aquarium is afraid of seeing the sharks because she’s old enough to understand that sharks are dangerous, but she’s not old enough to understand that she can watch safely from outside the tank. An eight-year-old is beginning to understand about germs and disease, but he can’t yet grasp how unlikely it would be to get sick just from engaging in normal activities.

THE TYPICAL DEVELOPMENTAL SEQUENCE OF FEARS IN CHILDREN

There is a normal unfolding of fears for all children, not just anxious ones, over time. A healthy safeguard, these fears mirror their development as their world broadens and they encounter new experiences that they have not yet mastered. As children interact with the new experiences they gain confidence and competence and move on to the next stage.


Infancy: Babies’ fears are immediate and concrete. In response to a growing ability to differentiate familiar faces from unfamiliar faces, stranger anxiety (clinging and crying when a stranger approaches) develops around seven to nine months and typically resolves by the end of the first year. Infants fear separation, loud noises, and sudden movements.

Early childhood: As a healthy attachment to parents grows, separation anxiety (crying, sadness, fear of desertion upon separation) emerges around one year of age and improves over the next three years, resolving in most children by the end of kindergarten. As children’s worlds expand, they may fear new and unfamiliar situations, as well as real and imagined dangers such as big dogs, spiders, or monsters.

Elementary school: With access to new information and a growing ability to grasp the gravity of events, children begin to fear real-world dangers—fire, burglars, kidnappers, storms, illness, drugs. With experience, they normally learn that these risks present remote, rather than imminent, danger. They continue to struggle with what is real and what is not—so fears of ghosts, witches, and zombies are common.

Middle school: The growing importance of social status leads to social comparisons and worries about social acceptance. Concerns about test grades, crime, social isolation, athletic performance, and social-group identification are normal.

High school: Teenagers continue to be focused on social acceptance, but with a greater concern for finding a group that reflects their chosen identities. They tend to worry about the narrow focus of their social relationships as well as about the larger world, moral issues, and their future failure or success.



The chart that follows provides an example of the top ten fears for typical boys and girls (in this study, ages nine to thirteen), without any anxiety or other diagnosis, and how they differ by gender.




	Boys’ Fears
	Girls’ Fears

	1. Spiders
	1. Spiders

	2. Predators
	2. Being kidnapped

	3. Being hit by a car
	3. Parents dying

	4. Snakes
	4. The dark

	5. Burglar
	5. Frightening movies

	6. Frightening movies
	6. Thunderstorms

	7. The dark
	7. Being teased

	8. Being teased
	8. Bats

	9. Frightening dreams
	9. Bats/ghosts/spooky things

	10. Medical operations
	10. Sleeping in the dark/ making mistakes



Source: Muris, P., Merckelbach, H., & Collaris, R. (1997). Common childhood fears and their origins. Behavior Research and Therapy, 35(10), 929-937.

ANXIETY: UNNECESSARY AND DISRUPTIVE

In contrast to fear, which is a natural, adaptive, immediate reaction to a stimulus, anxiety is the tense emotional state that occurs when you can’t predict the outcome of a situation or guarantee that the outcome will be the desired one. It’s the mind doing guesswork, and by always guessing catastrophe, it doesn’t guess well. It is not adaptive but disruptive—at the very moment when it would be helpful to lean in and get more information about an unknown or new situation, anxiety takes our attention ninety miles an hour into the future, into disasters that will probably never happen. Meanwhile, the real problem is still waiting for us to solve it—but we’ve been so dragged around by worry that we can’t think straight or see our options.

Even in the best circumstances children experience some fear and worry. Anxiety becomes a disorder when a child automatically exaggerates risks and underestimates his ability to cope with a given situation to the extent that this interferes with his functioning (more about this in Chapter 2). Anxiety is debilitating internally to children, causing chronic fatigue and putting children at other physical risks like hypertension, heart disease, and gastrointestinal and respiratory disorders. It is also implicated in the development of depression and substance abuse, and it is associated with decreased immune function in general. Just as dangerous, anxiety hinders and restricts children’s movement in the world around them, affecting how they function in school, how they interact with peers, and their role in their family. The familiar stereotype of the worrywart belies the serious physical and emotional risks and consequences of untreated anxiety.

WHO IS THE ANXIOUS CHILD?

Anxiety has many faces. Some children appear visibly stressed, while others keep their anxiety under cover and worry silently. Still others are angry-anxious kids, reacting to their limitations with frustration. Approximately one in five children will develop an anxiety disorder of some kind. We know that the rates of anxiety disorders tend to increase slightly with age, but most studies of anxiety disorders draw from a sample of children over seven, so the prevalence of anxiety disorders in very young children is unclear. Girls tend to be diagnosed with anxiety disorders more often than boys. Interestingly, though, more boys are brought to treatment as the outward signs of anxious behavior, like crying, shying away, and overt distress, tend to be less socially acceptable in boys than in girls.

The consensus across numerous studies is that the majority of anxious children have more than one anxiety disorder at the same time, which is referred to as “comorbid.” If left untreated, anxiety symptoms become more disabling over time, and the course of anxiety disorders is considered to be chronic with fluctuations across the lifespan.

Though children with anxiety disorders are as impaired as children with more overtly disruptive disorders (e.g., children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder who are impulsive, interrupt the teacher, talk in class, can’t sit still), they often stay below the radar of adults and go undiagnosed because their symptoms are internalized and don’t interfere in the classroom. Their worry conversation goes on only inside their own head. But the invisibility of the symptoms makes them no less detrimental to the child. In addition to the serious medical and psychological risks I already mentioned, anxious children may have fewer friends because of social fears, or because their free time is consumed by worry or rituals. They may spend inordinate amounts of time preparing for an event, trying to fall asleep at night, getting their homework just right, or seeking reassurance about their safety. They may not go out for a sport to avoid the risk of being humiliated. They may not go to friends’ houses or not consider college, because of panic or separation concerns. At home, family life may lose its sense of spontaneity and fun, as participating in ordinary events may be too anxiety-provoking.

There isn’t one type of anxious child. Anxiety disorders differ by diagnosis, and by their presentation. Here are some common ways that an anxious child might present. Take a look and see which best matches your anxious child’s situation.


Verbal-anxious: These children talk openly—and at times endlessly—about their fears and worries. They want to tell you everything they are thinking. Sometimes they feel better when they explain their fears, but often their fears build on themselves and they can get more worked up as they talk. Setting compassionate limits on “talking” or “telling” time will teach them that it’s okay and important to switch gears from worrying to working things out.

Undercover anxious: These children seem to have it all together in public—they give seamless, Oscar-worthy performances of being gracious, positive, even gregarious. But inside their stomachs are churning and their minds are going a hundred miles an hour with what-if’s. They tend to fall apart at home given all the stress that they subject themselves to during the day. By helping them create more sustainable expectations for themselves and leave some room for mistakes, you’ll allow your child to feel less anxious, so they’ll have less to hide. Helping these children see the “seams” in life—the doubts and mistakes that we all have—can help them ease up on themselves and take the pressure off the perfect valve.

The somaticizer: These are children who can’t tell you what they are worried about, and truly they may not have thoughts or images about what they are anticipating. Their worry is expressed through the body—they may throw up before school or have stomachaches or headaches frequently. You can help them use relaxation strategies and coping cognitions to calm the body down.

The angry-anxious child: Walking on eggshells, prickly to the touch, the angry anxious child is as much in need of your help as he is insistent that he isn’t. He doesn’t want to be in the situation he’s in—the vulnerability he feels is unacceptable to him. When you try to help, he may feel at first as if you are shining a light on his worst attribute. Your job as a parent of an angry-anxious child is to help him understand that even very successful people have anxiety. You’ll learn to reassure him that anxiety is not his fault, and that there are straightforward ways to take charge of it so it doesn’t interfere with his life or define him.

The avoider: “I’m not anxious. I just don’t want to go to parties.” This is what you might hear from the child who solves his worry problems by simply avoiding situations that are difficult for him. “Socializing isn’t important to me. I don’t care about eating lunch on my own.” “I don’t have to go out on weekends.” “I don’t need to talk to the teacher about extra credit.” These are kids for whom approaching situations is so mortifying that they would rather work their life around avoiding anxiety-provoking situations. These children may also procrastinate (which only creates more anxiety), or stay home “sick” on days when there are challenging situations to face such as oral presentations or show and tell. Your job is to help the child approach such situations in small steps, do “research” first to find out what is likely to happen if they do participate, and show them how unfair it is that they are missing out on exciting things because of anxiety.



WHAT MADE MY CHILD ANXIOUS?

Whether their child has been anxious since birth or is having an acute episode, all parents spend time wondering what caused their child’s anxiety. Many entertain the dark question of whether they somehow brought the anxiety on their child—either by their own behavior or by genetic transmission. While there are some genetic links for anxiety disorders, the relationship is complex. The best answer is that children’s anxiety, like any aspect of a child’s functioning, is the result of the knitting together of multiple influences: genetics, natural temperament, and life stressors. No one factor accounts for everything. “Bad parenting” can’t cause these problems, and good parenting alone can’t fix them.

In this book you will learn many new ideas about handling your child’s anxiety that may be different from how you were approaching your child’s anxiety before. You could spend time lamenting what you did “wrong,” but don’t! It’s good to find new solutions—this is exactly what you would hope to find! Your child’s difficulties may inspire you to turn over a new leaf in your parenting style, but please understand that these changes will only help the process. They’re not the reason there was trouble in the first place. It is important to maintain a no-fault approach to the problem. We would never blame our children for their asthma or diabetes—or blame ourselves for passing it on—and we should take the same stance when it comes to their anxiety.

    Nature? Nurture? Our understanding of the causes of anxiety in children comes from an appreciation of the interaction of multiple factors. These include (1) genetics and brain physiology, (2) temperament, (3) environmental factors, including stressful events and parenting style.


     Genetics: Born to Be Anxious?

Genes are not destiny. They are a risk factor, but they are not a determining factor.

—DR. JORDAN SMOLLER, MASS GENERAL HOSPITAL



It is commonly said that evolution selects for anxious genes, and it’s not hard to see why. It is better to have too many false positives (ever on the lookout for the possible tiger lurking around the bend) than to have one fatal oversight (being surprised by the tiger). But when you scale that down to the individual child’s narrow shoulders, that explanation doesn’t make anxiety a positive trait for the owner of those anxious genes.

Genetics determine one’s overall susceptibility to an anxiety disorder, but they are not the direct cause. Genes affect how different cells in the body’s alarm system operate—the sensitivities and reaction times—and some children are born more sensitive and reactive, with lower “distress tolerance.” There are likely multiple genes that contribute to a child’s anxiety disorder, not one identifiable “anxiety gene.”

Genetics researchers have found some support for the genetic transmission of anxiety: Children of anxious parents are as much as seven times more likely to develop an anxiety disorder as children whose parents don’t have a problem with anxiety, but this is due to a combination of genetics and modeling, as we’ll see in a minute. Genetics explains about 30 to 40 percent of all transmission—so although genetics are important, the majority of children with anxious parents do not develop an anxiety disorder. The bottom line? Genetics alone aren’t responsible for anxiety disorders. Other factors intervene to tip the scales.

Temperament and Behavioral Inhibition

“Temperament,” according to Ralph Waldo Emerson, “is the iron wire upon which the beads [of life] are strung.” Many anxious children appear to be very sensitive to change and risk from birth. As a result, they have an extremely cautious style and a curbed approach to exploration. This predisposition is a blueprint for predicting children’s needs and experiences in any given situation. Harvard University’s Dr. Jerome Kagan identified this trait, which he calls behavioral inhibition, in children as young as twenty-one months old. While other infants respond to the most minor changes in their environment—a new mobile or cup—with excitement or delight, infants with behavioral inhibition respond with distress. Dr. Kagan hypothesized that these children had a lower threshold for responsivity in the emotion-regulating limbic system and as a result were susceptible to greater sympathetic nervous system (fight-or-flight reactions) when exposed to novel situations. Dr. Kagan found that these inhibited children had a higher than average likelihood of developing an anxiety disorder later in life. According to meta-analytic studies, approximately half of the 15 percent of children exhibiting behavioral inhibition as infants will develop social anxiety disorder.3 As we have seen in our genetics discussion above, the recipe for temperament combines many different genes and factors, so while behavioral inhibition can be a heritable trait, many children will not have this temperament style even if their parents do.

Behavioral inhibition is the single most robust variable associated with the development of social anxiety disorder. As with any risk factor, it can be modulated by environment, parenting, adaptive emotion-modulating skills, and encouragement.

Environmental Factors: Stressful Events and Parenting Factors

Not all children who develop an anxiety disorder have a traumatic event in their history. In fact, most do not. However, many children and adolescents today are exposed to traumatic experiences; more than two-thirds of children report experiencing a traumatic event by age sixteen. These may include witnessing a violent crime, being exposed to sexual abuse, or receiving emergency care as a result
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DO IT TODAY: CONNECT WITH YOUR CHILD, NOT WITH HER ANXIETY
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