5 Phrases to
s AVOID saying to
< an Anxious Child

(And 5 Alternatives)

“l wanted to sleep with a bat under my pillow. It was plastic;
nonetheless, it was a weapon. | was five years old, and | firmly
believed that each night when | went to sleep, a robber would

break into the house. | needed something to defend myself
(and maybe my family), and my brother’s yellow Wiffle ball bat
seemed ideal. Unfortunately, my parents never complied with
my request. They didn’t understand why | was so worried.
These are some of the things they said in an earnest and loving
effort to help me. Looking back, | wish | could have expressed
some ideas back to them. If you have an anxious child, check
out 5 phrases to avoid using with them and 5 alternatives.”

~Renee Jain, Chief Storyteller, GoZen.com

MOMMY SAID, “IT’S GOING TO BE
OK. TRUST ME.”

I wish I could have said, “Mommy, |
know you’re trying to make me feel
better, but my mind is telling me the
opposite: ‘It’s NOT going to be OK’
And my body seems to be
responding to my mind. My heart is
racing, my palms are sweating, and
my tummy feels funny. It’s hard for
your loving words to overpower
what’s happening inside of me.”

Here’s what we know: The stress response is hardwired into our
nervous system as a protective mechanism devised to enact the
fight-or-flight reaction to threats. Anxiety mimics this response. As
such, when your child is knee-deep in anxiety, a rapid stream of
chemicals is dumped into the body for survival. This makes it
difficult to think clearly and, subsequently, for words of
reassurance to sink in. Try this: Respond to your child’s nervous
system first. Help them calm down with deep breathing. This can
take the mind and body from fight-or-flight to rest-and-digest
mode.

DADDY SAID, “THERE’S NOTHING
TO BE SCARED OF.’

| wish I could have said, “Daddy,
remember the first time you asked
Mommy out on a date? Remember
= 2 Q your first day at a new job? Or
° remember the time when you got in
. that bike accident? Maybe your
parents knew everything was going
to be OK, too, but you didn’t know

that. You experienced real fear. My
fear is real, too.”

Here’s what we know: Anxiety initiates a fear alarm inside your
child’s mind and body. It’s a false alarm, but nevertheless, it feels
very real. That alarm is for protection; your child feels “stress” or
“fear” in order to survive. To make sure one s really paying
attention, the mind might even exaggerate the object of the worry
(e.g., mistaking a stick for a snake). Try this: Validate your child’s
emotions. You can say, “| see that you're scared. I've been scared
before, too, and | know what that feels like.”



MOMMY SAID, “LET ME TELL YOU
ALL THE REASONS YOU DON’T
HAVE TO WORRY.”

I wish | could have said, “Mommy, |
know that what you’re saying
makes sense. It’s just that it’s hard to
think clearly and logically in this
moment. | have a lot of feelings right
now and I’m just focusing on those.
It’s just really hard to think clearly.”

Here’s what we know: One by-product of the anxiety response is
that the prefrontal cortex—the more logical part of the brain—gets
put on hold while the more automated emotional brain takes over.
After all, cave people didn’t have a lot of time to use logic when it
came to running away or fighting a predator. Try this: Soothe the
nervous system with a visualization exercise. Ask your child to
envision a still, quiet place. Ask them to breathe in and out in a way
that’s comfortable and to describe this place to you. Once your
child is calm, discuss with the idea that feelings are not necessarily
facts. Feelings can be challenged by saying, “Hey, | don’t think
you’re really true!” Self-disputation is a great way to quell worry.

4 DADDY SHOUTED, “STOP BEING
SUCH A WORRIER!”

I wish | could have said, “Daddy,
I know that you’re frustrated
and even angry. This makes me
feel so bad because | want to
stop being a worrier; | really do.
| want it to stop, but | just don’t
know how. | wish | knew how.”

Here’s what we know: Kids who worry know that they worry more
than others because they are labeled as “worriers” from a young
age. They also compare themselves to others who have less
anxious reactions to the same fears. In fact, many kids develop
anxiety about having anxiety. Add on a dose of guilt from parents,
and kids can feel completely miserable. Remember, kids often feel
as helpless as adults do when it comes to chronic worry. Try this:
To the best of your ability, do not label your child. Instead, when
they're in a relaxed state, explain the evolutionary basis of worry.
Seriously? Yes! Kids love to know that worry has a purpose and that
everyone worries to some extent.

MOMMY AND DADDY SAID, “WE
DON’T UNDERSTAND WHY YOU’RE
SO WORRIED.”

| wish | could have said, “l know you don’t understand, but | need you to
try. | need you to try to understand what I’'m going through. Put your
hand on my racing heart, listen to my shallow breath, look at me... thisis
real. | want you to understand. | need you to understand. Please tell me
you get it. Please.”

Here’s what we know: When a child is anxious, they feel scared and
helpless. If you also feel helpless as a parent, empathy can help guide
your actions. By stepping into your child’s shoes and understanding their
feelings and perspectives, your reaction to their needs will be more
authentic and in line with their needs.

Try this: When your child feels anxious, try to recall a time when you felt
true fear. Then connect with your child using these three words:“| get it.”
Let your child know that you see that they are going through something
challenging. Let your child know that you really see them.

On a final note, | wanted to say something to my parents and to all
parents on behalf of anxious children: “We, too, get it. We understand
what you sacrifice for us. We know that our pain and struggle become
your own. We know that even on the days you feel completely helpless,
you still try to support us—and you do. By never losing faith and never
giving up, you are our models of grit and perseverance. Thank you.”




