Treating Childhood Anxiety May Prevent Lifelong Distress
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Anxiety symptoms and disorders are the number one health problem in America.  Increasingly, research is showing that many adult psychiatric disorders have their first manifestation in childhood.  Early treatment may prevent childhood anxiety from progressing into more significant disorders in adolescence and adulthood. 
Anxiety is a normal reaction to stress that warns the body of a perceived threat.  Common physical reactions to anxiety include: sweating, heart palpitations, changes in breathing, dizziness, stomach problems, nausea, muscle tension, shaking or trembling, changes in vision, and headaches.  
Anxious thoughts focus on the perceived threat and often cause distraction, sadness, irritability, restlessness, and/or lethargy.  Adults may mistakenly perceive an anxious child to be unmotivated, inattentive, antisocial, depressed, attention-seeking, hyperactive, or to have a learning disability. 
All children experience anxiety.  Anxiety is expected across various stages of development.  For example, separation from primary caregivers often produces considerable anxiety in children between the ages of 8 months and 5 years.  Furthermore, short-lived fears (e.g. the dark, storms, animals,) are very common in young children.

Because it is commonly experienced, anxiety is often overlooked even in those who are experiencing moderate to high levels of distress.  Anxious children are often quiet and eager to please others, rarely causing difficulties in the classroom.  Anxiety may be dismissed as a “phase” the child will grow out of or, on the contrary, a personality characteristic that cannot be altered.
Additionally, anxiety can be misdiagnosed.  For example, the anxious child who presents with restlessness and seeks attention from others as a method of reassurance (thus hoping to decrease anxiety) may be identified as a child with ADHD.  
Despite the fact that a child’s anxiety is often not disruptive to others, it can cause great distress in the daily life of the child who is experiencing it.  If addressed early, children can gain valuable tools to better manage anxiety and live life with more confidence and less discomfort.  


Consult a professional if your child’s anxiety is:





●  Hindering your child’s ability to make/keep friends


●  Limiting your child’s ability to be successful in school


●  Producing distraction and/or hyperactive behavior 


●  Interfering with family activities


●  Resulting in disrupted sleep patterns/habits


●  Causing others to make modifications to decrease distress (e.g. 


     canceling plans, avoiding people/places/events, performing required


     acts/rituals)


●  Resulting in attacks of intense fear/panic


●  Resulting in compulsive behaviors (repeated hand washing or 


     counting)














