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Practical Strategies to Help Young People Face Anxiety

As a leader or parent, you have a vital role in helping teenagers who are struggling. As a first word of
caution, however, there are circumstances where anxiety is so severe that someone must be hospitalized
or put on medication. What I'm going to share with you here are ways to help those who are anxious but
not in need of immediate medical care. As you work through this guide, hopefully the exercises will help
give you the confidence to discern when you can help and when you need outside assistance.

1. Create space and give permission to talk about anxiety

When it comes to adolescents and anxiety, you may be a first responder on the front lines.
How you handle anxiety when it arises may set the trajectory for how that adolescent works
through anxiety, or if they choose to do so. For most teenagers, talking about their anxiety is
a very scary thing, and depending on how they are being raised and the culture they inhabit,
there might be all kinds of barriers to talking openly.

Here are some specific ways you can create space and give permission to adolescents experi-
encing anxiety:

* Start with: Begin by communicating that it's okay to have anxiety. | encourage you to liter-
ally say to an adolescent, “/ am creating a safe space for you, and giving you permission to talk
about your anxiety.” This kind of permission can be a key to unlocking a lot of the negative
assumptions and fears teenagers hold around anxiety.

* Advanced tactics: Normalize anxiety by sharing your own struggles or inviting others in
the community to share stories about their anxiety. If you have a hard time finding some-
one to share, | recommend bringing in someone from outside your ministry like a local
therapist to help break the silence.

2. Help identify the roots of anxiety

My mentor, marriage and family therapy pioneer and Fuller professor Dr. Terry Hargrave,
helped me understand very clearly that anxiety is typically a response to a deeper underlying
feeling. Anxiety is less of a feeling, and more about how we cope with feelings that we are often
unclear about, or too afraid to confront.

Distinguishing anxiety as a coping behavior rather than a feeling is critical. Don't get stuck focus-
ing on the symptom (anxiety), but help the adolescent explore the underlying issues that may
be perpetuating anxiety. It's when you identify the root issues that true healing can begin to
take place.

Here are some specific ways you can help an adolescent with anxiety identify the underlying
root issues that cause them to respond with anxiety:
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e Start with: Sometimes teenagers need help finding the right words to articulate what they
are experiencing. Use a handout of feeling words that you can give an adolescent to look
through and see if they can name more clearly what they feel. This identification helps
them understand themselves better, as well as helping you understand their experience,
which increases a sense of safety and trust in the relationship.

* Advanced tactics: Take a stack of 3x5 cards and write down one feeling word on each
card. You will want about 20-30 cards. Lay the cards down on the ground, spread out from
each other at a good distance (ideally a foot or more). Invite the adolescent to walk around
and through the cards and pick up which ones they resonate with the most (i.e., which ones
create the feeling of anxiety in them as they look at or walk by the word). Then use those
words to help open up a conversation. The physical movement and tactile nature of this
exercise can be very helpful.

3. Provide tools to help manage the anxiety

Normalizing and identifying anxiety are important first steps, but adolescents also need tools
to assist them in managing anxiety. And though tools are vital, | often have found that adoles-
cents (especially younger ones) have a hard time using tools on their own, especially if they are
too complex.

Self-care is an important tool in the management of anxiety. For example, when an adoles-
cent is doing something physically, it helps release positive chemicals in the brain, offsetting
some of the more negative ones. When an adolescent is emotionally connected, they tend to
feel less isolated and alone, and there is less of a chance they will have to deal with anxiety
by themselves. When an adolescent finds something positive to mentally engage, this can be
helpful in finding purpose and in switching focus from the negative messages of anxiety. And
when an adolescent takes care of themselves spiritually, they are often able to place them-
selves in a larger narrative than their own, which is key to keep from being swallowed up by
the focus on self that anxiety often perpetuates.

Here are some specific and easily-accessible tools you can recommend to or use with adoles-
cents experiencing anxiety:

* Start with: Breathing exercises are probably the most underrated of all anxiety tools, and
might be the most important. The Latin root for anxiety implies a “choking off,” or a “closing/
shutting in,” so with anxiety it can actually feel like the person can't breathe (i.e., a panic at-
tack), or that their world is falling apart around them (i.e., existential crisis). So, restoring a
calm breathing pattern is essential. You can help a teenager start by practicing a technique
such as “box breathing.” | also highly recommend the app Headspace and its “Anxiety Pack.”

* Advanced tactics: Sit down with an adolescent and perform a self-care assessment by

"You may find this podcast episode on the Pain Cycle helpful, and here is a downloadable PDF that helps identi-
fy feeling words that often underlie anxiety. You could also utilize something like Think 2 Perform’s Feeling Word
Vocabulary tool.

2You can find instructions for the box breathing technique easily in an online search.
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drawing four columns on a piece of paper. Label them from left to right: Physical, Emotional,
Mental, Spiritual. One column at a time, help the adolescent identify as many things they
could be doing to foster each area of their life. Look at the list together and narrow it down
to just one activity or practice in each column that they feel the most excitement or energy
to focus on. Meet weekly to help keep them accountable and inspired to work on self-care
and soul care.

4. Reframe anxiety as an opportunity to grow

Most teenagers | work with have been raised to believe that anxiety is a bad thing, something
to be avoided at all costs. Many great thinkers on anxiety from Sgren Kierkegaard to Rollo May
have argued that though anxiety can have debilitating effects on our lives, ultimately it can
also provide us with great insight and lead to transformative change. Kierkegaard has written
that “anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.” And what possibly produces more anxiety than being
in adolescence and having to navigate all the freedom and choices new to a young person’s
experience?

e Start with: Take an adolescent through some of the stories in the Bible where the jour-
ney through anxiety (whether implicit or explicit) seems to be a major tool for shaping and
growing people (e.g., wandering for 40 years in the wilderness; Jacob wrestling with God;
Mary giving birth to Jesus; Jesus praying in the garden.) You might ask the adolescent, “What
anxiety has God brought you through that has really shaped and helped you grow as a person?”

* Advanced tactics: Try leading the young person in an exercise where they interview their
anxiety. There is no “right” way to do this, but the act of depersonalizing anxiety away from
themselves and asking questions of their anxiety like, “Why are you here?”, “What do you
want from me?”, “What can I learn from you?” “Where is God in the midst of this anxiety?”, are
super helpful in making it friendlier, and the process itself can sometimes lead to answers
and next steps for the adolescent.

5. Practice working through the anxiety

| have come to realize more and more in my work as a therapist that insight alone is not
enough. It's not enough to simply know that we are anxious, or that a certain underlying feel-
ing is the trigger for anxiety. We have to take that insight and put it into practice, and when we
do that, | believe we will see the transformative change we are looking for. Psychologist Angela
Duckworth, in her book Grit: The Power and Passion of Perseverance, describes the role “delib-
erate practice” plays in cultivating change. | have seen that when adolescents practice working
with and through their anxiety, they experience more victory over it.

[Read more about Grit from FYI, and why it may matter more than grades.]

3 Sgren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety.
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Here are some specific ways that a teenager can practice working out their anxiety:

* Start with: Help an adolescent identify a specific area of life where they have anxiety.
Then explore with them if there are some specific and tangible “baby steps” they can take
to face the anxiety head on. Plan those steps out together, and encourage them to experi-
ment with each one. For example, since anxiety can be socially isolating, | might encourage
something like this:

1. Walk through a busy part of campus (hallway, cafeteria, etc.) and simply notice what
they feel and think. Don't do anything else for a couple of weeks.

2. Then | might encourage them to find just one person they know and strike up con-
versation with them. Try this over a few weeks.

3. Then as that friendship develops, | might encourage them to share just a little with
that friend about what they are struggling with in terms of anxiety. You could go
through a progression of steps like this with many topics, such as anxiety around
giving a speech, or trying out for a team, or for feeling overwhelmed with home-
work. The more you know a teenager, the more you will be able to speak specifically
into their experience. The key is to keep the teenager from isolating themselves and
letting anxiety take over their day-to-day experience. Instead, look for small, achiev-
able experiences that work in helping the adolescent face and work through their
specific anxieties.

* Advanced tactics: Teach the young person to walk through these steps when they feel
anxious:

a) Say what you feel: e.g., “I feel inadequate.”

b) Say what you normally do: e.g., “I normally become anxious.”

c) Say your truth: e.g., “The truth is that I'm capable and have what it takes.”

d) Say what different action you will take: e.g., “/ am choosing to face my fears and
have this difficult conversation/apply to that school/end this relationship/try out for this
team.”

This practice brings awareness to the automatic processes in our brain and body, and by
bringing attention to these processes, helps us emotionally regulate and position ourselves
to make a different, healthy choice. (And again, I'm indebted to Terry Hargrave's restoration
therapy model for developing this process).

To read the entire article on helping teenagers with anxiety, please go to
http://fulleryouthinstitute.org/articles/anxiety.
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