Information for parents

ENGLAND, NORTHERN IRELAND,
SCOTLAND, WALES

contact w:
with disabled children

HOW TO SUPPORT YOUR CHILD WITH ANXIETY

This guide is based on Contact’s parent workshop Supporting Parents of Children with Anxiety. Contact is a

charity supporting families with disabled children.

WHAT IS ANXIETY?

Anxiety is a feeling of worry or fear. It is experienced
through a combination of physical sensations, thoughts
and feelings.

All children and young people feel worried sometimes
and it is a normal part of growing up. It is natural for
children to feel anxious when they change schools, do
an exam or go into a new situation, for example. Once
this situation has passed the child is able to soon calm
down and feel better.

When anxiety takes hold

Anxiety can become a problem when a young person
feels stuck in it, or when it feels like an overwhelming,
distressing or unmanageable experience. It can make
children imagine that things in their lives are worse
than they really are, and can prevent them from
confronting their fears.

If this kind of worrying goes on for a long time, it can

leave a young person feeling exhausted and isolated,

and limit the things they feel able to do. It can start to
affect their every day lives.

Anxiety can also cause changes in their behaviour,
such as becoming overly careful or avoiding things that
trigger anxiety.

Natural stress or worry can come and go but anxiety can
persist, whether you know the cause or not. However,
it’s important to remember that anxiety is normal and is
part of your body’s protective system.

WHAT CAUSES ANXIETY?

Anxiety affects everyone differently and can be brought
on by different situations. It’s our body’s natural
internal alarm system that’s designed to protect us from
danger.

Anxiety enhances our alertness and attention by giving
us a boost of adrenaline. This increases our heart rate
and the amount of oxygen going to our limbs. This is
called the ‘fight or flight response’. It can be triggered in
everyday situations when stress or worry has built up,
often unknowingly.

The fight-or-flight response comes from caveman times
and was designed to help us to either fight, freeze or
flee from danger. It is our body’s natural response to
danger. It’s also the cause of the ‘butterflies in the
stomach’ feeling that’s often associated with anxiety.

Some children can be born more anxious and less able to
cope with stress than others. Children can also pick up
anxious behaviour from being around anxious people.

Life events can also have an impact, for example:

« regularly moving house or school, lots of change in
short space of time

« having responsibilities beyond their age, for
example young carers

e parents fighting or arguing

« family stress like debt or housing

o school-related issues like exams, struggling with
pressure or bullying

o any changes to routine, expected or unexpected.



Children more prone to anxiety

Children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) and autistic spectrum conditions are more
likely to have high anxiety levels. Children and adults
with these conditions also sometimes ‘catastrophise’ —
immediately assuming the worst possible outcome in a
situation.

Children with sensory issues may also have high
anxiety levels due to triggers in their environment.

Some children naturally react more than others, and
there are times when everyone may go through stressful
situations and feel anxious because of uncertainty or
perceived threat.

o\ You can learn more about sensory issues and how to
avoid situations that trigger your child at
contact.org.uk/sensory. You may want to use visual
aids like now and next cards or social stories to
predict the day. See resources list on page 7.

Sometimes it can be difficult to know what is making
your child anxious, which can be upsetting or stressful
in itself. Learning to recognise what is making your
child anxious can help so you and they can deal with
the uncertainty better.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS OF ANXIETY?

Anxiety can show in a variety of ways. This can be

as changes in the body, being constantly worried or
changes in behaviour, such as becoming overly careful
or avoiding things that trigger anxiety. It may not be the
same signs every time and every person is different.

Bedwetting, separation anxiety and bad dreams are
very common in young children, while teenagers tend
to have more social anxiety with worries about school
and friendship groups.

It is common to misread symptoms of anxiety as
physical symptoms, particularly for neurodivergent
children.

HOW DOES ANXIETY MAKE YOU FEEL?

Anxiety tends to affect a young person’s body, thoughts
and feelings. They may also behave differently,
including turning to certain coping behaviours to try to
avoid or manage their anxiety.

Anxiety affects children in three different ways. They
may have:

« physical symptoms
« psychological symptoms, and
 behavioural symptoms/coping behaviours

COMMON SIGNS OF ANXIETY

o breathing too heavily or difficulty
breathing

e needing to use the toilet more often

o being or feeling sick

o bedwetting

e bad dreams

o headaches

o being sweaty or shaky or hot

e needing reassurance

« lack of confidence to try new things

o unable to face simple day-to-day
challenges

o problems eating

e angry outbursts

o being nervous or frightened

o upset and tearful

e unable to concentrate

o tired

e can’t make decisions

e irritable

e avoiding situations

o repeatedly checking things

o full of negative thoughts.

Physical symptons

Physical symptons show up as bodily sensations. These
feelings can be overwhelming, but if we recognise them
for what they are it can help. It can also help children
to notice the anxiety before it becomes overwhelming.
It is really important to help children to notice and
understand the feeling in their body as anxiety.
Examples include:

e panic attacks

o heart racing

e shallow breathing
o sweating

o shaking

« feeling sick

o wobbly legs

o stomach ache.

You can talk with your child about their bodily
sensations, and what they feel and where they feel it, to
help them identify these sensationsas anxious feelings.
You can draw a picture of a body and ask them to show
you where the feelings are.


https://contact.org.uk/sensory

If your child is autistic or learning disabled

Autistic and learning disabled children may have more
trouble identifying, understanding and describing
emotions. They may struggle to sense physical
symptoms of anxiety such as changes in heart rate or

a rush of adrenaline. They may also struggle to show

or feel emotions that are seen as socially appropriate,
such as happiness on a joyous occasion. This is

known as alexithymia, and it can make anxiety feel
worse for the 50% of autistic children it affects. These
children may need a different approach to therapy. NHS
England provides extra support to autistic and learning
disabled children experiencing a mental health crisis.
This includes measures to keep them safe and out of
hospital, or making sure they are supported properly
when discharged.

@ Find out more about alexithymia and strategies to
help from charity Autistica. Information about extra

support from NHS England is on our website.

If your child has a special interest or has ‘stimming’
behaviour that helps calm them, you can allow this if
it’s harmless. It is important to check with your GP to
rule out any physical illness.

Psychological symptoms

Psychological symptoms are what you start telling
yourself about a situation when you feel anxious. They
include:

« having a feeling of an impending sense of doom -
the worst is going to happen

o Imight lose control/go mad/die

« being full of negative thoughts

e thinking people are looking at me and can see I’'m
going mad

« being on edge, scared, panicky and alert to
everything around you

« feeling | can’t cope.

Behavioural symptoms

These are what we do to cope with the situation. Coping
behaviours include:

« isolating yourself

« repeaing certain behaviours to create rituals/
obsessive-compulsive behaviours

 eating more or less

o self-harm.

o\ Visit Young Minds to see teenagers discussing
anxiety and how it makes them feel.

Creating a mapping chart

You can draw a pie chart like the one below and use
it to identify and map your child’s anxiety symptons.
Write out together what you think the physical,
psychological and coping behaviours may be for your
child’s anxiety.

Psychological symptons
- what your child might
be telling themselves

Physical symptons your
child is displaying

Coping behaviours
- howyour child is
managing the situation

TYPES OF ANXIETY
This list is not exhaustive:

e claustrophobia or agoraphobia

o body dysmorphic disorder (BDD)

o compulsive skin picking (CSP)

o emetophobia (fear of vomiting or seeing
others be sick)

e fear of flying (aerophobia)

o generalised anxiety disorder

e irritable bowel syndrome (IBS)

o obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD)

e panic disorder or stress

« phobias like dental phobia

o seasonal affective disorder

o separation anxiety

« social phobia/social anxiety

o toilet phobia

o trichotillomania (pulling your hair out).

oY\ You can find out about different types of
anxiety at charity Anxiety UK.



https://www.autistica.org.uk/what-is-autism/anxiety-and-autism-hub/alexithymia
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/secondary-care/mental-health-autistic-and-learning-disabled-children/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/secondary-care/mental-health-autistic-and-learning-disabled-children/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mprhqMRz5PU
https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/types-of-anxiety/

HOW CAN WE HELP OUR CHILDREN?

« Keep an eye out for changes in behaviour. Be
understanding that this change in behaviour is part
of the anxiety and understand your child’s feelings.
You can keep a diary of physical symptoms,
psychological symptoms and coping behaviours.
You can take it to your GP to ask for support.

e Recognise the signs. Ask them what it feels like
and what they might be thinking when they feel
anxious. You can use the ‘mapping exercise’ above
to help. This will help them recognise when they are
beginning to feel anxious.

o Identify the issue. When they feel willing to talk
about it, you can use the excercise ‘controlling the
controlables’ (see page 5)

e Recognise any stimulants that may cause issues.
Caffeine or sugar can trigger physical symptoms of
anxiety so try reducing them.

o Make time for 1:1 quality time. Be involved in their
interests and show support and it will help give
time for talking things through.

« Be active. Exercise can really help mental health
and learning new skills and making new friends will
also have benefits.

o Calm and routine bedtimes. This will help with
sleeping and ease anxiety before bed, allow time
to talk about any worries they have so their mind is
clear before they sleep.

o Eatwell and drink water. A healthy diet is good for
mental health.

o\ We have information and guides on bedroom
routines and helping your child sleep and feeding
and eating, plus understanding your child’s

behaviour on our website, full of strategies to help.

COMMUNICATING WELL

Good communication helps your child feel safe and less
anxious. Find a time when your child is relaxed and
willing to talk, like bath time or meal time. Be judgement-
free and help them to recognise how they are feeling.

Sometimes anxiety can be a false alarm, so find out if
there is a real fear. If, for example, they feel they are
being bullied/are falling behind at school, their anxiety
is real and is protecting them. If their anxiety is a false
alarm, then you can give them tools to manage their
WoTrry.

Ask ‘listen’ questions like:

o How are you feeling?

o What do you want to talk about?

o What was the best and worst bit of your day?

o What did you do today that you are most proud of ?

o What’s your favourite song at the moment? Would |
like it?

o Ifyou were any animal which one would you be?

o What’s your favourite thing about school and why?

o Tell me something good about today.

You can think with your child about how anxiety gets in
the way of them having fun. What can help:

e CALM. Calm adult = calm child — they will feed off
how we feel.

¢ Slow down speech, lower the volume of your voice
and lower the pitch - this creates an ‘audible hug’.

e Askwhat they want to hear (in a calm moment)
when they feel anxious. ‘I’'m here / I'm going to
stay with you / It’s OK to cry / You are not in trouble’
reassure that they are going to feel better soon.

o Use fewer words. Rather than, “Can you please
get ready to get changed and brush your teeth, it
is already 7pm and you have school tomorrow.” say
“Brush your teeth please.”

« Tell them the anxiety is not going to last — it will
pass. The body can’t maintain anxiety for a long
period of time: “This feels horrible but it’s going to
pass.”

« Avoid sarcasm, metaphors or words and phrases
that can cause distress.

« Do notinsist on eye contact.
¢ Give your child time to respond (count to 10 rule).

¢ Use visuals to support your communication. For
example visual time tables, now and next cards,
photos of activities or people. See page 7.

Acknowledging and naming the feeling

As parents we want to take the worry away but we need
to acknowledge it and not dismiss it. Acknowledging
and naming the feeling is always important even if we
can’t take it away. For example: “Oh [ wonder if you are
feeling scared” or “Maybe this is making your heart race;
perhaps you are worried.” This is much more helpful

to children than “Don’t worry.” If your child tries to
minimise what is going on for them you can also say,
“It’s not silly if it’s making you feel like this.”

Sometimes you can also help them with a fear (even
if you don’t understand it), like checking for monsters
under the bed.


https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/helping-you-and-your-child-sleep/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/helping-you-and-your-child-sleep/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/feeding-and-eating/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/feeding-and-eating/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/behaviour-that-challenges/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/behaviour-that-challenges/

Externalisation

Naming your child’s feeling and making a character

— for example, Mr Worry or Worry Monster — will help
remove worries from your child. You can help your child
draw it, and we then become a team working together to
become bigger than Mr Worry.

This means the child feels supported and gives them a
chance to understand their worry safely without shame
or embarrassment. It also allows us to draw and laugh
while we work together. It can also help parents say ‘No’
to the worry — as it is different to saying No to the child.

Rating Anxiety

It can be helpful to help your child rate their fear from
1 - 10 to help them understand the strength of the
feeling and then work out together how you can make
the feeling a smaller number.

IDEAS TO HELP CHILDREN MANAGE ANXIETY

Facing fears using a worry ladder

Anxiety makes you want to run away but this only
makes anxiety BIGGER. The only way to beat anxiety
is to face it, but in small chunks. This can help build
children’s confidence gradually. You can encourage
your child to think of it like climbing the steps of a
ladder.

To make a worry ladder, draw a ladder and write the
fear your child is facing at the top. Then for each step of
the ladder write down one thing they can do to face that
fear head-on. Start with the easiest thing they can do at
the bottom rung and work up the ladder together, only
moving on when they have a few repeated successes.
Reward them for each step they take.

Energy accounting - for autistic teenagers

The idea of energy accounting is to work out what gives
or takes away a child’s energy — what is easy and what

is more difficult for them to manage in their day. For
example going to a busy supermarket may take a lot of
energy and trigger anxiety for an autistic child, whereas
spending time watching a favourite film will give energy
back and recharge their battery. The aim of this is to help
children to manage their energy by making sure they are
not doing too many of the things that could lead them to
becoming overwhelmed, anxious or exhausted.

o\ The National Autistic Society has an energy
accounting guide which explains different ways you
can help your child do energy accounting.

Allow time for special interests if possible, which can
be a place of safety for your child. Here are some more
ideas to try:

« Calming exercises. Mindfulness techniques,
yoga, Pilates, breathing exercises, there are apps
available for this too. Childline has a calm zone
with lots of ideas and activities on their website.

o Worry Box. Encourage your child to write their
worries on pieces of paper and put them into a
cardboard box at home. You can read and discuss
it with them and think of strategies to overcome it
together.

¢ Breath, cuddle, reassure. Slow deep breaths will
help calm their feeling of panic, a cuddle will give
a grounding squeeze and parental reassurance will
ease worry.

« Distraction. An action to make them feel calmer,
walking, a fidget toy, music or drawing.

« Visual schedules. Help structure the day and
reduce uncertainty within their day.

« Self-soothe box. See this Young Minds video
which explains how to make one.

o Controlling the controllables. Draw two boxes
and label one ‘Things | can control’ and the other
‘Things | can’t control’. Write down with your child
what they can control and don’t need to be anxious
about, and things they can’t control and what they
need to develop strategies for.

o Happy place. Think of a happy place together
and when your child feels anxiety building talk to
them about the happy place - see the visualisation
excercise below.

Visualisation Exercise

You can help your child imagine their favourite relaxing
calm place. This can calm anxious feelings. Help them
to sit, shut their eyes and think of a lovely, calm place.
This could be a real place you have been to or a picture
they may have created in their dreams. Choose a quiet
time when you won’t be disturbed and guide them to:

o shut your eyes and imagine your picture

o really concentrate on your calming scene and
imagine it in lots of detail

o think about the colours and shapes of things

e imagine the sounds - seagulls calling, leaves
rustling, waves crashing on the sand

o think about the smell - the smell of pine from the
trees, the smell of the sea

o imagine the sun warming your back or the
moonlight shining through the trees

e as you think of your picture, notice how calm and
relaxed you have become —this is your special
calming place.


https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/resources-for-autistic-teenagers
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/resources-for-autistic-teenagers
https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TTYlS3u3A_E

You will need to practise this with your child. The more
you practise, the easier they will find it to imagine their
picture and the quicker they will become calm.

Tell them whenever they feel themselves becoming
stressed, to think of their calming picture.

MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN

If things are not getting better and you’re concerned
about your child, it’s time to seek professional help. You
can speak to a teacher or school nurse, your GP, a youth
worker, a social worker or your child’s doctor. They will
know what support is available locally and can refer
you in the same way a GP can.

You can also ask your child’s school if they have a
Trailblazer or Place2Be scheme. These are free mental
health support teams in schools. They provide early-
intervention wellbeing support for children, young
people and their parents dealing with issues like
anxiety, challenging behaviour, and friendships.

Help that may be offered
Your child may be referred to:

o CAMHS (children and adolescent mental health
service)

 CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy)

e Counselling and therapy (these are also available
privately)

e Support at school, like pastoral care, counselling,
mentoring, extra activities, exit card, flexible
timetable.

Referals to CAMHS usually prioritise seeing children
and young people they feel are in most urgent need.
Waiting lists can be long. In the meantime, talk to your
child, their teachers, your GP or others involved about
strategies to help them while waiting.

@ Find out more about CAMHS on our website. We also
have information about extra support for autistic
and learning disabled children from NHS England.

Medication may be offered if the child’s anxiety is very
difficult to manage or talking therapy has not helped.
Medication should be suggested alongside talking
therapies or another psychological treatment, and by a
doctor who specialises in children’s mental health.

@ Find out more about medications at Young Minds.

RESOURCES

Anxiety UK
National charity helping people with Anxiety

anxietyuk.org.uk

Every Mind Matters

Information from the NHS about managing anxiety
nhs.uk/every-mind-matters

Young Minds

Has information on helping your child with anxiety and how
to talk to them, plus a helpline for concerned parents
youngminds.org.uk

No Panic

Supports young people and their carers struggling with
panic attacks, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD),
phobias and other anxiety-related issues related

nopanic.org.uk

OCD Action

Information and advice for young people with OCD and

their carers, including a helpline and forums
ocdaction.org.uk

Triumph Over Phobia UK

Run a network of local self-help groups for anyone aged
16+ who has a phobia, OCD or an anxiety disorder

topuk.org

The Mix

Support for under 25s about anything that’s troubling them.
Forums, support groups and counselling and life skills

themix.org.uk

Childline

For under 19s to confidentially call or chat online or about
any problem big or small. Has a Calm Zone with breathing

exercises, activities, games and videos to help let go of
stress. A child can sign up for a free Childline locker (real
name or email address not needed) to use their free 1-2-1
counsellor chat and email support service. Can provide a
BSL interpreter if your child is deaf or hearing-impaired.

childline.org.uk

MeeToo App

A free app for teenagers (11+) providing resources and a
fully-moderated community where they can share their
problems, get support and help other people too.
Download it from Google Play or App Store


https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/secondary-care/mental/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/secondary-care/mental-health-autistic-and-learning-disabled-children/
https://contact.org.uk/help-for-families/information-advice-services/health-medical-information/secondary-care/mental-health-autistic-and-learning-disabled-children/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/young-person/medications/
https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/
https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/
https://nopanic.org.uk/
https://ocdaction.org.uk/
https://www.topuk.org/
https://www.themix.org.uk/
https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/
https://www.childline.org.uk/

Shout

The Makaton Charity

Free, 24/7 text support for young people across the UK
experiencing a mental health crisis. All texts are answered
by trained volunteers, with support from experienced
clinical supervisors.

Text SHOUT to 85258

Jessica Kingsley Publishers

arange of books on anxiety as well as numerous other
concerns/issues

uk.jkp.com

Autistica

Information on anxiety and children with autism
autistica.org.uk/what-is-autism/anxiety-and-autism

Molehill Mountain

An app to help autistic people understand and
self~-manage anxiety.
Download it from Google Play or App Store.

Social stories

Describe a situation and possible sequence of events to a
child to prepare them for what is likely to happen next. The
National Autistic Society has information on how to write
them. Search for ‘social stories’.

autism.org.uk

Usborne

Publishes a range of picture books for children to help
prepare them for new experiences, such as going to school,
travelling on a plane, moving, visiting the dentist and so on.

usborne.com/gb

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)

A way of using pictures to help children ask for what they
want. The central resource for PECS in the UK is Pyramid
Educational Consultants UK Ltd. They run PECS courses, and
their website has a wealth of information and products.
pecs-unitedkingdom.com

Other picture and symbol websites that are free of charge:
do2learn.com widgit.com

Signs and symbols to promote understanding and language
for children with communication and learning difficulties.
The charity runs Makaton courses for parents.

01276 606 760 makaton.org

Books Beyond Words

Produce a series of books and e-Books that use pictures to
tell stories. These cover important topics such as love and
relationships, health, death and dying, and crime.

booksbeyondwords.co.uk

BOOKS

« What To Do when You Worry Too Much. A Kid’s
Guide to Overcoming Anxiety by Dawn Huebner

o The Huge Bag of Worries by Virginia Ironside
o The Anxiety Workbook for Teens by Lisa M. Schab

o Overcoming your Child’s Fears and Worries.
A Self-help Guide Using Cognitive Behavioral
Techniques by Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts

e The Problem with Problems by Rachel Rooney

e How to Cope When Your Child Can’t: Comfort,
Help and Hope for Parents by Roz Shafran, Ursula
Saunders and, Alice Welham

HOW CONTACT CAN HELP

We can give advice, information and support
about any concern or question you have
caring for your disabled child:

@ contact.org.uk

Our freephone helpline is for parents and carers
in any part of the UK with a disabled child aged
from birth to 25:

) 0808 808 3555

@ helpline@contact.org.uk

FREEPHONE HELPLINE

0808 808 3555

helpline®contact.org.uk
www.contact.org.uk

Registered with
FUNDRAISING
@ REGULATOR

Contact is a trading name of Contact a Family. Charity registered in England and Wales (284912) and Scotland (SC039169). Company limited by guarantee registered in England and Wales (1633333).

VAT registration GB 749 3846 82. © Contact June 2026


mailto:helpline@contact.org.uk
http://www.contact.org.uk
https://uk.jkp.com/search?type=&options%5Bprefix%5D=last&options%5Bunavailable_products%5D=show&q=anxiety
https://www.autistica.org.uk/what-is-autism/anxiety-and-autism
https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://usborne.com/gb/
https://pecs-unitedkingdom.com/
https://do2learn.com/
https://www.widgit.com/resources/index.htm
https://makaton.org/
https://www.booksbeyondwords.co.uk/
https://contact.org.uk/
mailto:helpline%40contact.org.uk%20?subject=

