Parent guide 1: Anxiety
in children

Anxiety is our body’s normal response to

a perceived threat. There are times when

feeling anxious can be useful and helpful. For
example, someone worried about being late for a
job interview may set their alarm to get out of bed
earlier than usual, choose the clothes they are
going to wear to the interview the day before, and
allow extra time to travel to the interview. This is a
time when feeling a bit anxious gives us the focus
and energy to plan ahead.

Feeling anxious can also protect us from danger.
For example, when someone sees a snake, feeling
anxious may mean that they move far away from
the snake to protect themselves or stay very still
until the snake moves on. This is called the ‘flight,
fight and freeze’ response, and our bodies activate
this response when we are in danger. While this
response is important for our survival when we
are in danger, for some people this response is
activated when they are not in immediate threat,
impacting on their wellbeing.

Experiencing anxiety every now and again is a
normal part of the human experience. Most of

the time these feelings come and go, and do not
last long. Anxiety becomes a problem when the
feelings persist, impacting on our wellbeing and
preventing us from doing things that are important
to us.

Children also experience anxiety. Feeling anxious
occasionally is a normal part of growing up and
learning about the world; as children develop, it’s
common for them to feel anxious about a variety
of situations, objects and people. Pre-school
aged children may be anxious about changes in
their routine, separating from their parents and
spending time with unfamiliar people. In the early
school years, children may feel anxious about the
dark, monsters and ghosts.

When children have worries that don’t go away, get
worse or interfere with their daily life, it could be a
sign they are having problems with anxiety.

If these problems persist and are not addressed,
these children are more likely to experience
anxiety issues during adolescence and later in life
(Wehry et al, 2015).

The good news is there are techniques that
professionals, parents and children can use that
improve anxiety in young children. Some of these
strategies are shared later in this resource.

What are the signs of anxiety?

When we experience anxiety, our body, feelings,
actions and thoughts are affected. Children
experience anxiety in a range of ways and at first

it can be hard for adults to recognise. Sometimes
children’s experience of anxiety will be interpreted
as ‘naughty’ or ‘defiant’ behaviour. When adults are
curious about their child’s emotional world, they
seek to understand the purpose of their child’s
behaviour. Behaviour that appears to be ‘defiant’
might be a child’s attempt to escape/avoid an
anxiety provoking situation. Learning about how a
child experiences anxiety will give parents clues on
how they can support their child, as well as when
additional help may be needed.
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The boxes below provide some examples of how young children may experience and show anxiety.

Thoughts Feelings in the body

Words children may use
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Actions

Common characteristics of anxious actions:

Examples
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How we think about an event, situation, person or object significantly influences our emotional experience
and how we act. The image below illustrates how our thoughts, physical sensations and actions are linked

to the experience of anxiety.

Example 1: Components of anxiety

Example 2: Attending kindergarten

Example 3: Time away from parents
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