
Anxiety Factsheet 
What is anxiety? 

Anxiety is a survival response to a real or perceived danger or threat.  A person with anxiety 
reacts more quickly and intensely to situations that they find threatening, finds it more 
difficult to get their anxious feelings under control, and often perceives the world as being 
more dangerous than others.  There are varying degrees of severity of anxiety and also 
different types of anxiety. 

What is happening in the brain when a person experiences anxiety? 

The part of the brain that warns humans about potential threats, and it therefore responsible 
for feelings of anxiety, is the amygdala. The amygdala is located in the deep part of the brain.  
The amygdala’s response to a real or perceived threat is incredible fast; much faster than it 
takes for the brain to process a thought.  If the amygdala does interpret something as a threat 
(whether real or perceived), the body will be flooded with fight or flight neurotransmitters 
that switch the thinking (rational) part of the brain off.  The reason why this happens is 
because the human body has been designed to act before thinking in order to keep us safe.  
Because the rational part of the brain has been switched off, the physiological feelings that a 
person experiences will lead to thoughts like “I’m in danger”, “I’m unsafe”, “I need to avoid 
this”, “Something bad is going to happen” when there may in fact be no danger.   

When does worry become anxiety? 

A person usually receives a diagnosis when they: 

• Feel more anxious than a person of a similar age 
• They consistently feel intense feelings of anxiety 
• Their intense feelings continue even after a stressful event has passed 
• They become so distressed that it interferes with their ability to learn/socialise/go 

about their everyday life 

How common is anxiety amongst young people? 

Australian research suggests that in any given year, approximately 6.9% (1 in 14) young people 
will have been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder.  This figure does not include the many 
young people who are struggling in silence. 

How might someone who is experiencing anxiety physically feel? 

• Rapid heart rate 
• Fast breathing 
• Tight chest 
• Throat closing up 
• Nauseous  
• Sweaty hands and feet 
• Tense muscles 



• Shaky 
• Dizzy 
• Frequent urination 
• Diarrhoea 
• Stomach aches 
• Headaches 
• Tired 

What are the emotional and behavioural signs of anxiety? 

• Withdrawn 
• Overly sensitive to criticism or feedback 
• Seeks reassurance 
• Avoids situations that they are worried about 
• Highly fearful and unwilling to take any risks 
• Easily emotional 
• Perfectionistic 
• Fear failure 
• Negative thinking 
• Low self esteem 
• Timid 
• Easily flustered 
• Easily startled 
• Irritable 
• Unable to concentrate 
• Insomnia 

What are the types of issues that may lead to young people experiencing anxiety? 

• Friendship issues i.e. feeling rejected, being bullied, supporting someone who is 
struggling with their own mental health issues 

• Relationship issues i.e. breaking up with a boyfriend/girlfriend 
• School issues i.e. starting a new school, the pressure of schoolwork, setting 

unrealistic standards and not being able to meet these standards 
• Part-time job issues  
• Financial issues 
• Family conflict and/or breakdown 
• Change in living situation 
• Grief 
• Gender identity  
• Discrimination based on cultural heritage/language/appearance 

  



How should parents/carers respond? 

• Be available every day without being intrusive and demanding 
• Show empathy  
• Take your child’s feelings seriously 
• Avoid forming judgements 
• Ask your child what may be causing them to feel anxious 
• Reassure your child that feeling anxious is normal and that there are strategies that 

they can use to help them manage these feelings 
• Help your child to recognise their body cues for when they are starting to feel anxious 
• Encourage your child to do some deep breathing 
• Encourage your child to recall situations in the past where they have successfully 

handled a similar situation to the one they are facing 
• Let your child know that avoiding their fears makes things worse in the long run and 

just prolongs their feelings of anxiety  
• Ask your child whether the problems that they have are in their control or outside 

their control 
• Be willing to make an appointment to see your child’s teacher/Care and Conduct 

Leader/Head of Pastoral Care & Growth 
• Help your child to address any unhelpful thinking patterns  
• Help your child to redirect their thinking by questioning their thoughts using the 

T.H.I.N.K formula:  Is this thought:  True?  Helpful? Inspiring?  Necessary?  Kind? 
• Encourage your child to come up with some alternative explanations and/or affirming 

statements i.e. “I can do this” or “I am capable” 
• Come up with some solutions to your child’s problems together 
• Encourage your child to have a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset i.e. If I face this 

challenge I will succeed versus I can’t do this  
• Reassure your child that you’re confident that they can overcome the problems that 

they are struggling with 
• Remind your child of their strengths and encourage them to use these strengths to 

benefit others 
• Spend quality time with your son/daughter doing fun activities together 
• Take an interest in your child’s life - what do they like/dislike/what are their 

strengths/who are their friends 
• Encourage your child to maintain connections with friends who are a positive 

influence 
• Encourage your child to engage in good self-care practices – eating nutritious 

food/drinking enough water/doing some form of enjoyable activity every 
day/avoiding technology 1 hour before bed/getting sufficient sleep (including 
following a set sleeping schedule)/having some down time every day/practicing 
mindfulness exercises/focussing on what your child is grateful for 

• Set boundaries on social media use 
• Provide encouragement and affirmation 



• Let your child know that you love them (demonstrate this through words of 
affirmation/gifts/quality time/acts of kindness/hugging them) 

• Be a positive role model for your child when it comes to how you handle your own 
problems i.e. talk to your child out loud about the steps that you go through when you 
are problem solving 

• Encourage your child to access online support services such as Headspace, Reach Out 
and Kids Helpline 

• Get professional help from a GP/Psychologist/Counsellor 
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