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The What, How, Why, When and Who of anxiety? 

What is anxiety? 

Anxiety is another word to describe ‘worry or stress’. People who worry a lot are said to be 

‘anxious or nervous’. It describes the uncomfortable feeling you get when you are thinking 

or facing a difficult time or problem. 

You might like to use another word for anxiety, like worry bug or Mr A or some things else 

that feels right. 

 

How does anxiety feel? 

Anxiety is not a bad thing; it is just your body’s way of letting you know you’re bothered by 

something or even frightened. It may feel uncomfortable and it is often linked to feeling 

sick, shaky or sweaty. You might also experience feelings like you have butterflies in your 

tummy, wobbly legs, racing heart, breathlessness or tight muscles. 

 

Why do I feel anxious? 

A simple answer to this question is that something that was not a difficulty to you before 

is now something fearful. It may be a thought that has become a big worry; for example, 

‘What if my mum forgets to pick me up from school?’ or an experience that makes the 

world seem scary, e.g. ‘I was sick in school one morning and now I worry I will be sick 

anywhere’ 

 

When is anxiety okay? 

Everyone feels anxious from time to time, especially if it is something new like riding a 

horse for the first time or taking a big exam. Most young people feel a little worried if 

they go and see their doctor or dentist. Some people may feel anxious if they are away 

from home, like when they stay over at a friend’s house. This is very normal and some 

anxiety is okay. 

 

When is anxiety not okay? 

Some worries don’t make sense, like worrying that there is a monster under the bed or 

being afraid of fluffy bunnies. Other worries are accidently learnt, like being afraid of 

baked beans because you may have been sick once after eating them. When these types of 

worries affect you everyday or stop you from doing things you want to do, it becomes 

abnormal. 

 

Who can help me with my anxiety? 

Anyone you can trust and can talk to can help you with your anxiety. They can help you 

problem solve, find ways to make your anxiety seem much smaller and help you relax. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://images.clipartof.com/small/1044918-Royalty-Free-RF-Clip-Art-Illustration-Of-A-Cartoon-Confused-Man-Holding-A-Book.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.clipartof.com/portfolio/toonaday/illustration/cartoon-confused-man-holding-a-book-1044918.html&usg=__GCsCPZ7z5oJ6539XOXAfGlxB-Jc=&h=450&w=391&sz=57&hl=en&start=2&zoom=1&tbnid=ndgSbGfYt3heFM:&tbnh=127&tbnw=110&ei=_faGT7SgE4mu8gPNyNmwBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bconfused%2Bman%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
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The science behind anxiety 

 

Imagine if you could go back in time to a place when cave men and cave women lived on the 

earth. Their basic needs would be keeping warm, finding food or water, companionship and 

avoiding being attacked by wild creatures!  

      
 

Back in the ‘cave days’, the world was a dangerous place with hungry wild animals, giant 

creatures, extreme weather conditions, poisonous plants and dangerous environments. Back 

then, there was no Google to check to dangerous routes, no cars to speed away from wild 

animals and no weather stations to warn of storms coming. 

 

Now imagine you were a cave person out gathering food (because they had no 

supermarkets back then) for the rest of the family.  

As you are walking around, a large grumpy bear jumps out, growling. You 

really have three choices; stay really still, run away and hide or defend yourself. With 

either choice, you would need to act quickly and accurately which needs energy. This 

reaction is something which has stayed the same since the cave days. 

 

When our body recognises a threat and we need to act quickly we have a natural ‘kick 

start’ chemical called Adrenalin, which makes our heart, beat faster. The 

heart’s job is to pump lots of blood around our body, to our legs and arms, so we can run or 

react really quickly. Sometime this makes our legs feel wobbly or our arms feel shaky. The 

pumped blood raises our temperature and can make us feel sweaty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://toonclips.com/600/11317.jpg&imgrefurl=http://toonclips.com/design/11317&usg=__1W7iiAqSpr_2dRo4h9m8wjV9Hxk=&h=620&w=600&sz=90&hl=en&start=20&zoom=1&tbnid=ZEvqKTa-z992AM:&tbnh=136&tbnw=132&ei=QPSGT9r6Ceqf0QWm1dyvBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bcaveman%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://image.shutterstock.com/display_pic_with_logo/66/66,1154731846,1/stock-photo-cavewoman-and-a-campfire-1637809.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.shutterstock.com/pic-1637809/stock-photo-cavewoman-and-a-campfire.html&usg=__bLFvvMictUt8-ApmhmBf4rHX0QM=&h=328&w=450&sz=39&hl=en&start=20&zoom=1&tbnid=EODnBqPgAfZU8M:&tbnh=93&tbnw=127&ei=4_SGT-uRFYXL0QXGg7TSBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bcavewoman%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamstime.com/angry-bear-attacking-thumb16610341.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.dreamstime.com/stock-image-angry-bear-attacking-image16610341&usg=__sPNogQ_bJxlEsEYwWL-UICbpy-A=&h=366&w=400&sz=33&hl=en&start=3&zoom=1&tbnid=9qnSfMeKdhaUSM:&tbnh=113&tbnw=124&ei=9vKGT5XAAsr68QPj3e23CA&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bangry%2Bbear%2Bface%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://images.clipartof.com/small/1047614-Royalty-Free-RF-Clip-Art-Illustration-Of-A-Cartoon-Man-Pumping-Up-A-Heart.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.clipartof.com/portfolio/toonaday/illustration/cartoon-man-pumping-up-a-heart-1047614.html&usg=__QfIFa0lix0mvomLx7BYHR4pvf-Q=&h=374&w=450&sz=63&hl=en&start=5&zoom=1&tbnid=MK1QlB_cEgBs5M:&tbnh=106&tbnw=127&ei=UfOGT5qRB4L80QX6luHjBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bpumping%2Bheart%2Bimages%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
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The last thing a cave person wants is to be out of breath if they are trying to run away 

when being chased by a bear! To be able to run we need Oxygen to be able to breathe 

properly, so our breathing becomes faster. Sometimes breathing like this can make us feel 

dizzy or slightly sick, but it quickly passes and returns to normal.  

 

This reaction is often called the ‘fight or flight’ reaction because a cave person would 

either fight (defend themselves) or flight (run away) in the face of danger. 

 

FIGHT       FLIGHT 

                                                                   
 

This reaction has continued to stay with us humans as a basic way to look after ourselves. 

However, sometimes we over estimate a danger and we over react. Imagine taking a cave 

person to a 3D film about bears. They would probably run away from the film! We might 

find this silly, but it would be a very anxious experience for a cave person. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://images.clipartof.com/small/440278-Royalty-Free-RF-Clip-Art-Illustration-Of-A-Cartoon-Nauseous-Man-Breathing-Into-A-Paper-Bag.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.clipartof.com/gallery/clipart/breathing.html&usg=__ATDg8x1vPEp_7XsdvlExvTrrl1w=&h=412&w=450&sz=62&hl=en&start=6&zoom=1&tbnid=oB-Ais-rLFbCaM:&tbnh=116&tbnw=127&ei=y_OGT7PPAuam0AXg2qzPBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bbreathing%2Bair%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.picturesof.net/_images_300/A_Colorful_Cartoon_Caveman_Running_with_a_Spear_Royalty_Free_Clipart_Picture_101217-150005-122053.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.picturesof.net/pages/101217-150005-122053.html&usg=__WYBPl28OAarVEmU8OT7i25zA9oo=&h=297&w=300&sz=16&hl=en&start=4&zoom=1&tbnid=dZq1_bUsfzkLcM:&tbnh=115&tbnw=116&ei=b_WGT5jQONKz0QXP1JnOBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bcaveman%2Brunning%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://holisticlifestyleconsulting.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Stress-cartoon_cavemen_CoolClips_cart0474.jpg&imgrefurl=http://holisticlifestyleconsulting.com/page/2/&usg=__2h3UL6qO1XMW6CYwKLyfgQ683uQ=&h=383&w=369&sz=51&hl=en&start=14&zoom=1&tbnid=XaoAl5hRtlJyPM:&tbnh=123&tbnw=119&ei=b_WGT5jQONKz0QXP1JnOBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bcaveman%2Brunning%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.picturesof.net/_images_300/A_Scared_Caveman_Standing_In_Front_Saber_Tooth_Tiger_Royalty_Free_Clipart_Picture_081104-174944-999009.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.picturesof.net/pages/081104-174944-999009.html&usg=__pRHpWfTIcr94iwu9hVKicMEDMjg=&h=291&w=300&sz=23&hl=en&start=2&zoom=1&tbnid=XbhFpvogp3hERM:&tbnh=113&tbnw=116&ei=tPaGT4OvKsyl8gPDyc2_Bw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bfrightened%2Bcaveman%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://images.clipartof.com/small/1046906-Royalty-Free-RF-Clip-Art-Illustration-Of-A-Cartoon-Caveman-Family.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.clipartof.com/portfolio/toonaday/illustration/cartoon-caveman-family-1046906.html&usg=__jEdQvbz00KiEMIA_sThVEDNQP84=&h=372&w=450&sz=86&hl=en&start=24&zoom=1&tbnid=K6hNMuKTn4QajM:&tbnh=105&tbnw=127&ei=8fiGT4yfBMKg8QOnx5TbBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bcaveman%26start%3D21%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
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Understanding your anxiety 

 

Hopefully you have a better understanding of anxiety and that it is normal and can be 

useful sometimes.  

 

The next step is to understand your anxiety. 

How would you describe your anxiety? Look over the page and point out how your body 

feels when it is anxious. Remember, everybody is different. 

 

Write down what makes you anxious or worried: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now answer yes or no to the questions below about your anxiety/worry: 

 

This is a real threat to me?  

This will hurt me? 

This can hurt others? 

This is something that no one else has experienced? 

This is always with me all the time? 

I think about this all day? 

 

Scoring: any yes answers score a 1 and no answers score o 

Your score = _________ 

 

 

If you scored more than 3, then it is likely your body is over reacting to 

anxiety and it is time to take action. 

 

If you scored less than three, then well done! You are now a step-closer to overcoming 

your anxiety. 

 

The next step is to help our body not to over-react to something which makes us anxious. 

To do this we learn how to better relax. This doesn’t just mean lying in front of the TV, 

eating sweets! You need to practice relaxation regularly, so your body can do it even when 

you are in a tricky situation like an exam. 

 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://images.clipartof.com/small/435524-Royalty-Free-RF-Clipart-Illustration-Of-A-Worried-Cartoon-Businessman-Clasping-His-Hands-And-Sweating.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.clipartof.com/portfolio/toonaday/illustration/worried-cartoon-businessman-clasping-his-hands-and-sweating-435524.html&usg=__QMC3-XPEDLzH5DOMQSWJCdeyHpM=&h=450&w=308&sz=61&hl=en&start=1&zoom=1&tbnid=jr7n0PaXdWvrkM:&tbnh=127&tbnw=87&ei=aPeGT-TEJs6R8gOK1tSoBw&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dcartoon%2Bworried%2Bpeople%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1
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Imagine your anxiety was a character  

 

Think about what it would be called. What would it look like? What would its strengths be? 

What would be its weaknesses? 

 

Here is an example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strengths:  

 I grow bigger the more you worry 

 I have the power to make your mind go blank in a test 

 I can send a worry thought to you as many times I like 

 

Weaknesses: 

 My powers become weaker when you laugh and have fun 

 Relaxation shields me away  

 I get smaller the less you think about me 

 I disappear each day you share your worry thoughts with someone 

 

 

 

Maybe you would like to draw your own character to help you understand your anxiety, its 

strengths and weaknesses. 
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Date  Where it happened? The worry Worry 

rating 

(0=none-

10=lots 

What did you 

do? 

Outcome 
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Top tips for anti-tension techniques 

 

 

Problem area: Head 

When we are anxious or worried we often frown, so tension builds up in the area of our 

forehead and eyes. You may experience headaches or eye ache. 

Tip: Stretch out this area when it feels tense by raising and lowering your eye brows about 

3 times. You may also find rubbing your temples (the side of your head by your eyes) 3 

times in a circular motion once forward and then backwards. 

 

Problem area: Jaw  

We often clench our teeth when we are worried which creates tension in the jaw. 

 

Tip: When you notice yourself doing this, slacken your jaw slightly and massage your jaw 

just below your ear. You can also take a breath and blow it out your mouth like a big sigh. 

 

Problem area: Neck 

The back of your neck can get very tense and painful. 

Tip: Stretch this area out 2-3 times a day. Raise and lower your head up and then face 

down slowly 3 times. Then look left, centre, then right 3 times/ (Without causing yourself 

any discomfort). 

And/Or massage your neck and shoulders (or get someone else to do it)  

 

Problem area: Shoulders 

Anxiety can feel like a great weight on your shoulders and literally cause us tension in this 

area. 

 

Tip: Sit on a chair, with your back relaxed but straight. Hold your arms loosely by your 

sides and bring your shoulders up to your ears by shrugging them for the count of 3. Then 

slowly allow them to drop back down. Repeat about 3-5 times. 

 

Problem area: Hands and upper arms 

We may fiddle or clench our hand when we are anxious which can cause pain or tension in 

our hands or upper arms. 

 

Tip: Hold your arms loosely by your sides, palms facing towards your legs. Stretch your 

fingers out and slowly turn you hands to face backwards and then turn then out towards 

your sides. Hold for 3 seconds and turn back again. This will stretch out all the tension. 

Repeat 3 times. 
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Quick relaxation 

 

 

 

When we have been worried or anxious for a long time, it may seem 

like we forget how to relax. We may even envy those who can relax 

as it may seem like an impossible task. This can be changed and help 

is at hand below.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Write down activites you like to do to relax and tick yes if they work 

 

Activity 1) __________________________________     yes/ no 

 

Activity 2) __________________________________    yes/ no 

 

Activity 3) __________________________________    yes/ no 

 

Activity 4) __________________________________    yes/ no 

 

 

 

If there are any that you have ticked ‘no’ lets talk about why they may no longer work and 

what might help. 

Write down what you are going to try 

instead______________________________________________________________

__________________________________________ 

 
 

 

Remember: Daily relaxation is the key to fighting anxiety, but it takes practice! 
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Relaxation: The ‘Melting chocolate’ method  

 

This method can be carried out when you are in bed and ready to go to sleep or in a comfy 

chair if you prefer. It may help to have someone read the method out to you while you 

relax and listen. 

 

Imagine you have a coating made of hard chocolate and you need to make it melt so you can 

relax into a comfy position. To do this you must tense and relax all the muscles in your 

body to help melt the chocolate away. 

 

Let’s start with the top of your body and work down to your feet. First close your eyes and 

get comfy. When you’re ready, raise your eyebrows 3 times as high as you can. 1…2…3…Feel 

the chocolate soften across your forehead and a little behind your head. Now concentrate 

on your face. Screw up your face as tight as you can 3 times so the brittle coating breaks 

away. 1…2…3…Feel the chocolate flake off, taking any tension away with it. Now 

concentrate on your mouth and pull the biggest smile you can 3 times 1…2…3…and then 

relax. Imagine the chocolate melts away from your forehead, checks and chin. Feel your 

head relax and sink into your pillow. 

 

Moving down to your shoulders, pull them towards your ears and hold for the count of 3. 

1….3. When you relax, feel the warm soft chocolate melt away off your shoulders and onto 

the bed beneath. It feels warm and cosy. 

 

Moving down your arms, press your whole arm into the bed and stretch out your hand and 

fingers for 3 stretches. 1..2..3. When you relax, feel the gooey chocolate on your arms sink 

into the bed taking any tension away with it. 

 

Moving onto your legs, you can already feel the chocolate is soft and melting, so press your 

legs into the bed by straightening them for the count of 3. Imagine your legs feeling 

warmer as them melt all the chocolate away right down to your ankles.  

 

Finally, concentrate on the last bit of chocolate on your feet by stretching your toes 3 

times. Feel the chocolate running warm between your toes towards your ankles and under 

your body. Feel all the weight of your body sink lower into the bed as you let go, feeling 

cosy, comfortable, relaxed and drift off into a wonderful sleep.  
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Quick and easy relaxation 

 

1) Take four deep, slow breath- Breathing in through the nose for the count of 4, then 

blow the air slowly out your mouth saying ‘relax’ 

 

2) Tense your feet and hands by scrunching them up for the count of 4 and you slowly 

breathe in again through the nose and slowly stretch out your hands and feet as you 

breathe out your mouth. 

 

3) Now tense your, hands and shoulders as you breathe in for the count of 4 and slowly 

breathe out through the mouth as you release your hands and shoulders. 

 

4) Repeat step 1 again and feel the tension loosen.  

 
 

 
 

Super quick tension release 

 

1) Clasp your hands together. As you breathe in through your nose, grip by squeezing 

your hands together tightly for the count of 4, then slowely release. Stretch your 

hands out and shake all the tension away. 
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