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As a parent, you can help your child or teen learn
techniques to manage his or her anxiety. Although
it is always advisable to seek professional help,
especially in more severe cases, help is not always
readily available. Even if you do decide to seek help
in managing your child’s anxiety, you can still play a
key role in helping your child.
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Although there are different types of anxiety
problems and specific strategies aimed at helping
children cope with different types of fears, there are
some general strategies that can help any child who is
experiencing anxiety problems.

Helpful Hints
Listen! Make sure you take the time to listen to your
child’s thoughts and feelings. Simply feeling
heard can be very helpful to your child.

Normalize! It is important to let your child know
that he or she is not alone. Lots of children have
problems with anxiety.
Educate! Let your child know that anxiety is normal,
harmless, and temporary.

Model it! Model facing fears and provide support

and encouragement. Motivate your child through
supportive coaching. However, be careful not to push
your child too far too fast. Let your child work at his
or her own pace.

Avoid Giving Excessive Reassurance! Resist

giving excessive reassurance, instead encourage your
child to use his or her coping strategies (for example,
calm breathing or challenging scary thoughts)

Praise! Don’t forget to praise your child for his or
her efforts! Remember, facing your fears is not easy!
Four steps to learning about anxiety
Step One: Learning about anxiety
This is a very important first step as it helps children
and teens understand what is happening to them
when they experience anxiety.
What they need to know about anxiety:
Anxiety is normal. Everyone experiences anxiety at
some point in time. For example, it is normal to feel
anxious when on a rollercoaster or before an exam.
Anxiety is adaptive as it helps us prepare for real

danger (such as a bear jumping out of the woods)
or performing at our best (for example helps us get
ready for a test or big game). When we experience
anxiety it triggers our “fight-flight-freeze” response
and gets our body ready to defend itself (for instance,
our heart beats faster to pump blood to our muscles
so we have the energy to run away or fight off
danger). Without it, we would not survive. Anxiety
can become a problem when our body reacts in the
absence of real danger. It can be helpful to think of
anxiety as a smoke alarm. We don’t want to take the
batteries out of the alarm in case there is a real fire,
but we do want to fix the alarm so that it doesn’t go
off every time we make toast.
For more information see the Talk to Your Child about
Anxiety module.

Step Two: Learning to relax
The second step involves helping your child or teen
learn to relax. Two strategies can be particularly
helpful: calm breathing and muscle relaxation.
1. Calm Breathing: This is a strategy that your child
or teen can use to calm him or herself down quickly.
You can explain to your child that we tend to breathe
faster when we are anxious. This can make us feel
dizzy and lightheaded, which can make us even more
anxious. Calm breathing involves taking slow deep
breaths. Encourage your child to breathe in through
the nose, pause, and then breathe out through the
mouth, pausing several seconds before taking another
breath. For younger children, have them imagine that
they are blowing huge bubbles that slowly rise and
float away. Make sure your child’s breathing is slow
and gentle.
For more information see the How to Teach Your
Child Calm Breathing module.
2. Muscle Relaxation: Another helpful strategy is to
help your child or teen learn to relax his or her body.
This involves having your child tense various muscles
and then relax them. You can also have your child use
“the flop,” which involves having your child imagine
that he or she is a rag doll and relax the whole body at
once.
For a detailed description of muscle relaxation see the
How to do Progressive Muscle Relaxation module.
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Step Three: Challenging scary thoughts
The next step is specifically targeted to older
children or teens. When we are anxious, we tend to
see the world as very threatening and dangerous.
However, this way of thinking can be overly negative
and unrealistic. One strategy for helping your
child manage anxiety is to help him or her replace
“anxious” or “worried” thinking with realistic
thinking. This involves learning to see things in a
clear and fair way, without being overly negative or
focusing only on the bad. These strategies are aimed
at older children or teens because some of these
ideas can be more difficult for younger children to
understand. However, remember that learning to
think realistically can be difficult at any age, so give
your child some time to learn and practice these
skills. For more information on helping your child
identify and challenge scary thoughts see the Realistic
Thinking for Teens or Healthy Thinking for Younger
Children modules.
Note: Younger children may have a harder time
identifying exactly what they fear; however, they can
benefit from coming up with some coping statements
that they can say to themselves to help them deal with
feelings of fear or anxiety. For example, “It won’t go
on forever, it will end.”

Step Four: Facing fears
The final step in helping your child manage anxiety
involves helping your child face his or her fears. If
your child has been avoiding certain situations or
places due to fear, it will be important for him or her
to start entering those situations or places. However,
it can be easier for your child to start with something
that is not as scary and work up to situations and
places that cause a great deal of anxiety. Working
with your child or teen, make a list of feared
situations or places, such as going places alone,
entering a crowded grocery store, or riding the bus.
Once you have made a list, try and arrange them from
the least scary to the most. Starting with the situations
that cause the least anxiety, encourage your child
to repeatedly enter the situation and remain there
until your child notices his or her anxiety start to
come down. Once your child can enter that situation
without experiencing much anxiety, he or she can
move on to the next thing on the list.
For more information please see the Helping Your
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Child Face Fears - Exposure module.

Helpful Tips for Parents
Reduce Stress! Excessive stress and tension in

your home (for example, arguing, fighting, too many
lessons/activities, etc.) can have a negative effect
on your child. Look at ways to reduce stress. For
instance, plan some fun time each day (even if it
is only five minutes) to read a story, go for a walk,
watch a favorite TV program together, or listen to
music. Also, try to deal with conflict between family
members when it arises (have family meetings to
discuss problems). Parents also need to be careful not
to express frustration or anger by arguing or raising
voices around their children.

Make a Routine! Establish a routine by setting

specific times for meals, homework, quiet time, and
bedtime. Help your child establish a bedtime routine,
which may include a bath and reading a story, or just
time to chat. This can set the stage for helping your
child develop better ways to manage anxiety.

Work Together! It is important that you and your
partner work together to help your child manage his
or her anxiety. If parents are not consistent, it can be
very confusing for your child. Try to agree on ways of
handling your child’s anxiety (for example, both agree
to limit giving reassurance or both follow through on
setting limits, such as not having your child sleep in
your room), and be consistent in terms of rewards.
Give Consequences! Although your child may

have problems with anxiety, that does not give him
or her the green light for inappropriate behavior. It
is important that you set expectations and limits for
your child, and follow through on consequences for
inappropriate behavior (such as losing television
privileges for not completing chores). Set clear limits
and consequences for inappropriate behavior, and
discuss this in advance with all family members at a
calm time. Children are happier when they know the
rules and what happens when they break them! Be
sure to give rewards and praise when your child is
adhering to expectations.

Be Supportive! Recognize that it is difficult for

children to face their fears. It is important not to
laugh at your child or minimize his or her fears (for

example, “don’t be silly” or “you’re being stupid”).
Rather, let your child know that it is normal to have
fears (we’re all afraid of something), and that it is
possible to “boss back” your fears. When your child is
upset, make sure to listen to him or her, to send your
child the message that it’s okay to talk about feelings.
Let your child know that he or she is understood,
and help him or her figure out ways to cope with
upsetting situations (for example, “I know you feel
scared to go to Pam’s place by yourself, but you’re
working on getting comfortable being away from
home. How can we make this easier for you?”). It can
also be helpful to use some humor when dealing with
the world. We all benefit from finding the humor in
things and being able to laugh at life’s mistakes.

Encourage Independence! Although it is

tempting to want to do things for your child,
especially when he or she tends to be nervous and
fearful, it is better to let kids do things for themselves!
How else will they learn the skills and abilities to
cope with life? Encourage your child to try things
on his or her own, take some risks, and do things
for him or herself. This can include giving him or
her responsibilities around the house (cleaning own
room or setting the table). It can also include helping
your child brainstorm ways to deal with problems
or difficult situations (such as how to handle an
argument with a friend or make up marks at school
for missed assignments). Encouraging independence
does not mean you can’t be supportive, but it means
that you shouldn’t take over or do everything for
your child.

Avoid Giving Excessive Reassurance! It can

be hard not to give your child reassurance, especially
when he or she is scared or anxious; however, giving
constant reassurance prevents your child from
learning how to cope on his or her own. Teach your
child to answer his or her own questions. Model how
you think through problems or challenges, which
helps your child learn to do it him- or herself.

Build Self-Confidence! It is important to praise

your child for his or her accomplishments and for
facing fears! Involve your child in activities that help
him or her feel proud. Find activities that reinforce
that he or she is good at something (sports, music, or
art) and helps instill a sense of belonging and pride
(such as cadets, scouts or girl guides, school
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helper). You can also give your child responsibilities
around the house and let him or her be in-charge of
something at home (for example, making sure the dog
gets a long walk everyday).

try some experiments, such as making a phone
call, talking to an unfamiliar classmate, or asking a
question to a store clerk. Remember, you can model
brave behavior by trying new things too!

Realistic Expectations! It is important to have

Avoid Avoidance! Anxious children tend to want

expectations for your child and help him or her meet
those expectations; however, understand that an
anxious child will have some trouble doing things,
and may need to go at a slower pace. Help your child
break down goals into smaller steps that he or she can
accomplish. It is important that your child is taking
steps forward, even if the steps are small. Try not to
push too hard or too fast, but let your child go at his
or her pace.

Reactions! Although it is important to be
understanding and caring, do not overreact or let
anxiety trick you into thinking that something is
too hard or impossible for your child (for example,
thinking it’s too hard for your child to sleep
alone). Keep things in perspective. Yes, it might be
challenging, but it can be done! On the other hand,
sometimes we have a hard time understanding our
child’s anxiety or why something is so difficult for
him or her. When we don’t acknowledge that our
child is having a hard time with anxiety, the child
may try to hide it (and suffer alone) or the symptoms
may become more pronounced, in order to get the
attention he or she needs.
Dealing with Your Reactions! It can be very

difficult dealing with an anxious child. Make sure
you manage your own reactions. Do some things for
yourself (call a babysitter, run a hot bath, read a book
when the kids go to bed, talk to a friend about how
you’re feeling, go for a walk, or whatever helps you
keep a positive perspective). Remember the basics:
eat well, get enough sleep, and exercise! Also, give
yourself permission to take time off. You can’t be
helpful to your child if you don’t take care of yourself.
You also need to be careful not to pass fears on to
your children. Try to present a neutral reaction to
situations and let you child know it’s safe to explore
things.

Take Risks! Anxious children need to try new
things and take some risks, in order to build
confidence and develop the necessary skills for
dealing with the world. Encourage your child to
4

to avoid things that cause them anxiety. Although
avoiding things temporarily reduces distress, it also
allows fears to grow and makes things more difficult
in the future. Avoid letting your child avoid things.
Instead, encourage him or her to try things and take
small steps towards facing fears!

Healthy Habits for the Home
Anxious children and teens prefer to have a sense of
control in their lives. They do not cope well with a
disorganized, “spontaneous” family style. They feel
calmer when:
life is predictable
they know what is expected of them
they know what the consequences will be
Two ways to help make life more predictable for
everyone in the family are setting limits and creating
routines.
Setting limits is a challenge for parents, especially
when the anxious child or teen becomes upset,
moody, or has a ‘meltdown’. If limits are repeated
and enforced, they help everyone feel more secure
and, usually, a child or teen’s behaviour will improve.
It can be a relief to have adults in charge!
Routines also help to reduce anxiety. But anxiety
tends to disrupt routines. You need to work hard
to build family routines so life is more predictable
for your child. Help your child adjust to new family
routines by preparing him or her in advance.
Ask your child to help plan the new routine, and
introduce it gradually. Making an attractive schedule
for the fridge provides a sense of control and order.

This includes bedtime routines! A bedtime

routine involves doing the same things, in the same
order, at the same time, just before going to bed.
This ritual helps your child gradually relax and
wind down. For both your child and the rest of the
family, a routine that lasts about 15 to 30 minutes is
best. However, stimulating activities should start to
wind down about an hour before bed (e.g. turning
computer games off).
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Some activities you can include in a routine:
some warm milk or a snack
a warm bath
let your child choose what pajamas or nightdress to
wear
read or tell a story
with young children, you can tuck your young child
in with a blanket, teddy bear or some other thing that
makes him or her feel secure

induce relaxation. They often feel “tired all the time”
because they are always exhausting themselves with
worry, and don’t feel like exercising. But exercise
will improve energy and reduce worry. Try to find
something fun to do together rather than making this
a chore. Ongoing participation in a physical activity
program encourages self-discipline, leadership, as
well as opportunities to socialize with peers. Get the
whole family involved!

Food and Nutrition: No one copes well when

For older children and teens, you may want to
include:
some one-on-one time to talk about the day
listening to some soft music
reading magazines together
practicing some relaxation tools (e.g. progressive
muscle relaxation)
It is important you do not get into the habit of
permitting your anxious child to sleep in your bed.
This becomes a habit which is hard to break. For more
information on how to handle this situation, see <a
href=”http://www.anxietybc.com/parenting/helpingyour-child-sleep-alone-or- awa... to do when your
child insists on sleeping in bed with you.

Plan time for homework and projects: This

needs to be a regular part of the schedule, as anxious
children tend to put things off. Anxious children can
easily become overwhelmed with a task. Thus, it can
be helpful to:
Break the task into small, manageable steps
Set a specific time and place to work
Praise and rewards for each step completed

they are tired or hungry. Anxious children and
teens often forget to eat, don’t feel hungry, or have
upset stomachs. They rarely eat a large full meal. It’s
okay for your child to “graze” as long as the snacks
cover the basic food groups in a day. Offer frequent,
nutritious snacks. Instead of stocking up on chips
and soda, have fresh fruits and vegetables and lowfat dairy foods available in your fridge or kitchen. As
much as possible, make meal time “family time” and
sit down and eat together.

Last but not least, be a good role model! One
of the first steps in creating a positive and predictable
environment is to take stock of your own daily habits
and ways of coping with your own anxiety. Use the
coping tools to manage your own anxiety and share
appropriate examples with your child. After all, you
are the single biggest influence on your children!
Source URL: http://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/factsheet/
general-home-management-strategies

Often the hardest part is getting started, so knowing
that the TV program is on afterwards, or having
computer time to look forward to can help motivate
your child.

Where do I go from here?

If your child is anxious about an upcoming
event or project, you can adapt the Climbing My

Kid’s help phone

Encourage physical activity: For the anxious

Your Local Crisis Line

Fear Ladder form to break down the “goal” into
manageable steps. Goals that work well with this
activity are events that require preparation and/or
performance (e.g. test, oral presentation, recital, job
interview etc...).
child or teen, exercise may help reduce stress and

In addition to see your family doctor, you could also
check these resources for more information and help.
For children and youth aged 5 to 20. Call 1-800-6686868 to speak to a professional counsellor, 24 hours a
day. It’s free, confidential, anonymous and available
across Canada. They can also refer you to local
services and resources. Kid’s Help Phone is available
in English and French.
Crisis lines aren’t only for people in crisis. You can
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call for information on local services or if you just
need someone to talk to. If you are in distress, call
1 866 APPELLE or 1 866 277‑3553, 24 hours a day to
connect to a QC crisis line, without a wait or busy
signal. The crisis lines linked in through this number
have received advanced training in mental health
issues and services.

Ami Quebec

represent the interests of ethnocultural communities
in health and social services decision-making bodies.
It is a non-profit organization (NPO). ACCÉSSS
is a meeting place for the community, the health
network and the university community. Due to the
management philosophy of ACCÉSSS which is to
work in consultation with its various partners, as well
as the nature of the files treated, ACCÉSSS is more
and more involved in the networks of consultation.

HealthLink QC

Telephone: 1-866-774-1106 (toll-free) and (514)-2871106
Fax: (514)-287-7443
email: accesss@accesss.net

Visit https://amiquebec.org or call (514) - 486- 1448 for
information and resources regarding mental health or
any kind of mental health disorders.
Call 811 or visit https://amiquebec.org to access free,
non-emergency health information for anyone in
your family, including mental health information.
Through 811, you can also speak to a registered nurse
about symptoms you’re worried about, or talk to a
pharmacist about medication questions.
The integrated health and social services centre
(CISSS) and the integrated university health and
social services centre (CIUSSS):
To find contact information for your family medicine
clinic, your CISSS or your CIUSSS, go to Finding a
Resource.
http://sante.gouv.qc.ca/en/problemes-de-sante/santementale/

The Ordre des psychologues du Québec

To find a psychologists or a psychotherapists who
speak different languages, visit the Ordre des
psychologues du Québec website.

ACCÉSSS

ACCÉSSS (https://accesss.net/) is a provincial
group of community organizations whose goal is to

The Multicultural Mental Health Resource
Centre (MMHRC)

For information regarding the availability of mental
health services in Quebec or other provinces of
Canada visit http://www.multiculturalmentalhealth.
ca/ to access information in different languages
such as Farsi. This website is working under the
supervision of Division of Social and Transcultural
Psychiatry of McGill University.

More resources available for getting help or
further information on mental health:

• Canadian Mental Health Association
• Mouvement Santé mentale Québec (in French only)
• Association des groupes d’intervention en défense
des droits en santé mentale du Québec (in French
only)
• Regroupement des ressources alternatives en santé
mentale du Québec (in French only)
• Les porte-voix du rétablissement – L’association
québécoise des personnes vivant (ou ayant vécu)
un trouble mental (in French only)
•Association des médecins psychiatres du Québec

This fact sheet was written by the Canadian Mental Health Association’s BC Division. The references for this
fact sheet come from reputable government or academic sources and research studies. Please contact us if
you would like the footnotes for this fact sheet. Fact sheets have been vetted by clinicians where appropriate.

HeretoHelp is a project of the BC Partners for Mental Health and Addictions Information.
The BC Partners are a group of nonprofit agencies working together to help individuals and
families manage mental health and substance use problems, with the help of good quality
information. We represent Anxiety Disorders Association of BC, BC Schizophrenia Society,
Canadian Mental Health Association’s BC Division, Centre for Addictions Research of BC,
FORCE Society for Kids’ Mental Health, Jessie's Legacy Program at Family Services of the
North Shore, and Mood Disorders Association of BC. The BC Partners are funded by BC
Mental Health and Addiction Services, an agency of the Provincial Health Services Authority.

