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parenting anxiety

The world Can be a 
frightening place. Fear 

– of the dark or monsters under the 
bed – is a normal part of childhood, 
but the number of children with a 
diagnosable anxiety disorder has 
risen to as many as one in five.*

Whether this is because we’re 
better at picking up the signs, or 
because childhood has become 
more stressful, is unclear. What we 
do know, however, is that anxiety 
often goes unnoticed in children 
because it’s more difficult to 
recognise than anxiety in adults. 
We asked the experts how to 
determine if your child is at risk.  
 
what is anxiety? 
There are a number of anxiety 
disorders, the most common of 
which are separation anxiety, 
social phobia, generalised anxiety 
disorder, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder and specific phobias. While 
each disorder has its own unique 
symptoms, it is important to note 
that anxiety may also present as a 
symptom in other disorders, such 
as autism spectrum disorders and 
adjustment disorders, or quite often 
as a stand-alone symptom that 
requires some level of intervention. 

Put simply, your child may 
present (fortunately, very treatable) 
symptoms of anxiety that may 
not necessarily develop into a 
diagnosable disorder. 
 
what causes it? 
According to Kirsten Friis, a 
counselling psychologist based in 
Cape Town, it can be difficult to 
pinpoint the causes of anxiety. The 
way a child experiences a situation 
for the first time may impact 
their future response to similar 
situations. In this way, traumatic 
incidents, or even information 
about such incidents, can cause 
anxiety. Friis explains that children 
will often look to a trusted adult 

Anxiety in the clAssroom 
Teachers	are	often	the	first	to	notice	if	a	child	is	behaving	

out	of	character.	We	asked	primary	school	teacher,		

Linda	Sivitilli,	how	parents	and	teachers	can	work		

together	to	make	the	classroom	a	less	stressful	place:

£ Parents	should	try	and	share	any	information	with	the	

teacher	that	is	relevant	to	a	child’s	social,	emotional	and	academic	

development.	It	helps	if	parents	are	willing	to	disclose	information	about		

traumas,	divorces,	new	relationships,	custody	arrangements	and	caregivers.	

£ A	parent’s	anxiety	is	often	mirrored	in	the	child.	Don’t	be	afraid	to	seek	

help	if	you	can’t	manage	your	own	anxiety	by	yourself.	

£ Anxious	children	need	firm	parameters	in	order	to	feel	secure.	Set	these	

and	be	firm	about	keeping	them.

to make sense of new situations. 
“For example, if a child cries on 
the first day of school making the 
caregiver anxious and flustered, the 
child may experience the caregiver’s 
anxiety as confirmation that school 
is a dangerous place and develop 
anxiety around going to school.”

Anxiety can also be a learned 
behaviour – children typically 
pick up information through 
observation and imitation of adults 
and peers, and may “learn” anxiety 
in this way. 
 
what are the signs?
“It is important to remember that 
fear and anxiety are normal and 
adaptive responses to perceived 
threats,” explains Friis. What 
this means is that all children 
may exhibit some signs of anxiety 
at being separated from their 
caregivers, or trying something 
new, for example, and that, unless 
this anxiety is causing marked 
distress and impairment in 
functioning, it may be contextually >

appropriate. However, says Friis, 
“children may not recognise that 
their fears are unreasonable or 
excessive, and may under-report 
their level of distress. Adults are 
better able to evaluate the level of 
perceived threat to mediate this for 
the child.”

Noticeable signs a child may 
be suffering from anxiety (as a 
symptom that may be diagnosed) 
include clinging to caregivers, 
refusal to participate, limited range 
of play and attempts to avoid feared 
situations such as classrooms, age-
appropriate or group activities.  
 
how can you help?
“It is common for children with 
anxiety to not talk about how they 
are feeling,” says Meryl Da Costa of 
the South African Depression and 
Anxiety Group (SADAG), Africa’s 
largest mental health support and 
advocacy group. “It is important to 
talk to your child. Let them know 
you are there for them.” 

She urges parents to seek 

“Children thrive in an 
environment where there are 

healthy boundaries, consistency 
and open communication”

– Thembelihle Dube, clinical psychologist

stay
calm

(for your 

child’s sake!)

Childhood	
anxiety	is	on	

the	rise.	Here’s	
how	to	spot	the	

symptoms	and	help	
your	child	cope

by	Jennifer 
Campbell
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parenting anxiety

professional help 
when anxiety 
impairs a child’s 
social activities, 
development 
or schoolwork. 
“It is important 
that a child goes 
to see a specialist. 
We recommend that 
parents take their child to a 
psychologist to help the entire family 
cope.” Friis adds that significant 
changes in eating or sleeping patterns, 
or simply that the child is no longer 
thriving are also signs it may be time 
to speak to a professional. 

Although the experts agree 
that there is no single strategy to 
treat anxiety, clinical psychologist, 
Thembelihle Dube, says, “Cognitive 
Behaviour Therapy (CBT) as 
well as CBT including Family 
Management have been empirically 
tested and evinced effective results. 
Psychotherapists may employ other 
techniques such as play therapy, 
psychodynamic psychotherapy and 
interpersonal therapy.” Dube urges 
caregivers to keep informed and to 
seek professional help so as to best 
support the child with their treatment. 
She stresses that it is vital that family 
members commit to supporting the 
child’s treatment by creating a safe 
space. “When a child lives in a chaotic 
household where they feel threatened, 
they have cause to worry. Families 
need to understand that an unsafe 
home doesn’t auger well for the 
healthy development of a child.” 

Her advice to parents is to treat 
children with love, respect and care. 
“Children thrive in an environment 
where there are healthy boundaries, 
consistency and open communication. 
Being seen (given time and attention) 
and heard (knowing that there is 
someone who will listen to them 

meet the experts
KirsTen friis 
is a counselling 
psychologist based in 
cape town.  she has 
a special interest in 

family therapy and child psychology.

Thembelihle dube 
is a cape town-based 
clinical psychologist. 
she is passionate about 
psycho-education 

and parenting skills interventions. 

meryl da CosTa 
is the spokesperson 
for the south 
african depression 
and anxiety 

group (sadag).

and won’t dismiss them if they are 
in distress) will go a long way in 
facilitating healthy development.”

Friis agrees that children benefit 
from gentle encouragement. She 
suggests acknowledging the child’s 
fears, rather than trying to show the 
child that her fear is unreasonable. 

NERvous? 
don’t be afraid to seek help

Need 
help? 

sadag offers support 
to those suffering from 
depression and anxiety. 

for more information visit 
www.sadag.org or call 
0800 212 223 to speak 

to a counsellor.


