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How to spot the signs of anxiety in kids
As adults, we all feel a little anxious or worried from time to time. So it's
natural that our children feel that way sometimes too. It's important to be
able to spot the signs so that we can respond appropriately, but also take
action if there may be a more serious underlying problem.

Whereas, as adults, we can usually recognise the bodily sensations and
thoughts that come with anxiety, it can be harder for children to know
exactly what it is they're feeling. So if a child goes through a period of
anxiety, or we feel they may have a tendency to worry too much, what steps
should we take - and when should we seek help?

Signs and symptoms
It's important that, as adults, we take notice of any changes in behaviour or
unusual patterns.

"Children will often know that something isn't right, but will channel it into a
tummy ache or say they're feeling very tired," explains Dr Sharie Coombes,
Child, Adolescent and Family Psychodynamic Psychotherapist.

"You might find they've lost their confidence a bit, that they want to avoid
going to certain places or that they get angry more easily than usual. You
might notice they seem overwhelmed, become withdrawn or seem to be
having trouble breathing steadily," she says.

"It can be easy to dismiss such behaviour as attention-seeking or playing
up but it's important to remember that behaviour is a form of
communication."
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Talking about it
Whilst an anxious child will usually realise that something is wrong, they
may not have the emotional maturity or language to talk about it. However,
it's important to communicate to your child that you've noticed things
aren't quite right. Coombes recommends adopting a 'bitesize' approach -
looking at small parts of the overall problem so that children can cope.

"You might say something along the lines of, 'I noticed it was difficult for you
to come swimming yesterday, why do you think that was?'" she advises.

"Children love to be noticed, and mentioning behaviour in this way enables
you to address the issue in an unthreatening way. What you're doing in that
moment is metabolising what’s going on and mirroring it kindly back to
them."

Other children, who are perhaps older or find it easy to express themselves,
may benefit from more direct questioning. "You could try asking them to tell
you how they're feeling at the moment," says Coombes. "It all depends on
how in touch they are with their feelings and their ability to talk about their
emotions."

Sticking to boundaries
When a child is suffering from anxiety, it's natural to want to be gentle with
them. However, it's also important that parents keep boundaries of
expected behaviour in place. "Boundaries are there for a reason," says
Coombes. "If suddenly when they act out, you act as if it's OK, that can
make them feel really upset."

Of course, keeping children to boundaries doesn't have to mean expressing
anger. "You can reinforce boundaries in a sympathetic way," explains
Coombes. "Tell them you can see that it's hard for them at the moment, and
ask if there's anything they can think of that might help them to stick to the
rules."
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However, whilst we may know the right way to react, Coombes
acknowledges that it can be difficult to always get it right, especially when
a child is being difficult. "It's important to remember that none of us is
perfect," she says. "There will be times when you're rushing to get the
children out of the door on time - we can't always have the right reaction
when we're under pressure."

Seeking support
Once we've identified that our child is anxious in certain situations, or
feeling generally worried about things, it's important we take action in order
to help them feel better. However, this doesn't necessarily mean they will
need specialist support.

In the first instance, Coombes advises talking to the child and seeing if
there's a solution you can come up with together - trying different
strategies to try to address the problem and help the child to move
forward.

It's also important to look at lifestyle factors which may contribute to or
exacerbate negative feelings. Have a think about your child's diet, their
exercise levels and the amount of screen time they are given and make
adjustments. Coombes also recommends encouraging them to spend time
outdoors when possible: "Spending time outdoors is so great for the brain
and the body," says Coombes. "In the outdoors we feel connected to
something bigger than ourselves. Kids are naturally in awe of nature and
can respond really well."

If your child's anxiety continues, or is having a serious impact on your child's
or your family's life, it may be time to see your GP for a referral to a
psychologist or other suitable professional. "Usually, I'd advise to wait two or
three months," says Coombes. "If you try all the things you can think of
during that time and things haven't shifted, it's time to see someone."

However, sometimes a more early intervention might be necessary. "If you
feel out of resources as a parent, or if a child's avoidance starts to get in the
way of family life, then might be the time for some additional support."
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It's important to remember that anxiety in children is extremely common -
and often an understandable reaction to the uncertainties and challenges
of childhood. It can be stressful to watch someone you love struggle, but it's
important to remember that most children will respond well under parental
guidance. If your child does need additional support, it doesn't necessarily
mean they will struggle with the problem throughout their life - and even
acute anxiety can be managed effectively with the right intervention.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss How to spot the signs of anxiety in kids and find more trusted resources at
Patient.
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