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Parenting and Child Anxiety

Why is my child anxious?

Some people are more prone to anxiety because it runs in the family (just like eye colour). This means 
that some children are born with a temperament that makes them more at risk of developing anxiety. 
People also learn to think and behave in an anxious manner by watching others or by going through 
scary experiences. Certain things in a child’s environment may also increase their chances of becoming 
anxious. For example, if you rushed in and help your child too much, particularly if your child is shy, 
this may increase your child’s anxious you are the parent of a child who is shy, then overprotective 
parenting is likely to increase the child’s anxiety (even though in the short term it may make things 
easier). Overprotective parenting occurs when a parent protects the child from potential dangers too 
much or helps the child too much (like wrapping the child in cotton wool) and prevents the child from 
experiencing life.

Can I prevent my child from developing anxiety?

Avoiding situations your child is fearful of will lead to a further increase in anxiety. On the other hand, 
gently encouraging your child to face the feared situations will help a great deal. But it is important that 
this is gentle encouragement (see the stepladders below). We know that criticism and overprotective 
parenting can both increase a vulnerable child’s chances of developing problems with anxiety.

What can I do if my child is anxious? (For more information see “Helping your anxious child”)
Acknowledge the anxiety: It is important to acknowledge your child’s fear. Some parents believe that 
acknowledging the fear will increase it and so instead, they will dismiss the child’s anxiety by saying 
things like “Don’t be silly” “Grow up” or “Get over it”. But, once you acknowledge your child’s fear 
and your child feels understood, then you will be in a much better position to help your child handle 
the situation. This is often difficult for fathers given our society’s focus on male fearlessness and so it is 
even more important for children to feel that their fathers understand their fears. 

Pay attention to brave/confident behaviours: Reward your child with praise and encouragement 
whenever they face a difficult situation. Concrete rewards (special time with mum/dad, stickers) can 
also be a useful incentive to help children approach feared situations and can be gradually phased 
out when no longer needed. 

Set up a step-ladder: The more a child faces a situation the less anxious they will become. Make a list 
of all the situations in which your child feels overly scared.  Then put each situation in a stepladder by 
breaking up each situation into easy steps. Start with the situations that make your child just a little 
anxious and work up to those that are much harder.  Work in a systematic way through each step in 
the ladder, repeating each step until your child is much less anxious (or no longer anxious) about doing 
that task. Provide rewards at each step (see the section on “Paying attention to brave behaviours”). 
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If your child is too fearful of the next step then practice the step with your child first (e.g., a role play/
pretend) or make up a story about it. A child will feel less anxious in a situation, the more control they 
have. Work with your child (if they are able) to set up each step. Give your child choices about how they 
would like to face each step (e.g. “Would you like to try patting the dog’s ears or is his back next?”).

Coping Skills for the stepladders: 

Younger children (3-6 years): Help your child to come up with a phrase they could say when they are 
in the situation such as “I can be brave” or “This is a friendly dog” “Mummy will come back”

Older children (7+ years): You can help the child learn more quickly during the stepladders by 
helping them to think more realistically in the situation. Encourage your child to ask him/herself “What 
happened last time?” “How likely is that _____ will happen?” 

Model brave/confident behaviour

Children learn how to cope with difficult situations by watching others (their role models) and listening 
to what they say. If you or your partner experience anxiety too, consider seeking help so that you can 
provide a good model of brave behaviour for your child. Be mindful of how you act and what you say 
in situations that you find stressful (like avoid saying things like: “I hate going to the doctors. I always 
end up having something terribly wrong with me” or “AArggh a spider!! You know you should stay 
away from spiders. They can kill you, you know.”

What not to do:

• Dismiss your child’s fear
• Ignore it
• Push your child to face situations they don’t want to face (if they don’t want to do it – break it down  
 into more acceptable and achievable steps)
• Do everything for your child (like asking a question for your child, if he/she will not ask a question).
• Wrap your child in cotton wool/Not rushing into help too much
• Criticise your child
• Label your child as “Shy” or “Anxious”

To find out more, click here.
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