
POSSIBLE CAUSES FOR AN ANXIETY DISORDER: 

Anxiety Disorders may be caused by environmental factors, medical factors, genetics, brain chemistry, 
substance abuse, or a combination of these.  It is most commonly triggered by stress in young people’s 
lives. Usually anxiety is in response to outside forces, but it is possible that young people make 
themselves anxious with “negative self-talk”  
Environmental Factors may include: 
• Trauma from events such as abuse, victimisation, death of a close one. 
• Stress in personal relationships or parent’s divorce 
• Stress from school or exams 
• Stress about money or future 

Medical Factors: 
Anxiety is associated with medical facts such as anaemia, asthma, infections and several heart conditions.  
Some medically-related causes of anxiety include: 
• Stress from a serious medical illness 
• Side effects of medication 
• Lack of Oxygen 
• Symptoms of a medical illness 

Substance Use and Abuse 
It is estimated that about half the patients who utilise services for Anxiety Disorder are doing so because 
of alcohol or benzodiazepine dependences. Though, more generally anxiety is also known to develop 
from intoxication or withdrawal from an illicit drug. 

Genetics and Brain Chemistry  
Some research suggests that a family history of anxiety can increase the likeliness that a person will 
develop it.  Research has also shown that people with abnormal levels of certain neurotransmitters in the 
brain are more likely to suffer from generalised anxiety disorder.  

GENERAL SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS 
Anxiety can manifest itself in a variety of ways: Physical, psychological and behavioural. 

Physical Effects: 
• Cardiovascular - palpitations, increased heart beat, chest pains etc 
• Respiratory - hyperventilation or shortness of breath 
• Neurological - dizziness, headaches, sweating, tingling or numbness 
• Gastrointestinal - choking, dry mouth, nausea, vomiting or diarrhoea 
• Musculoskeletal - muscle aches and pains, shaking etc.  
Psychological Effects: 
• Unrealistic/excessive fear and worry about past or future events  
• Mind racing or going blank  
• Decreased Concentration or memory  
• Difficulty making decisions 
• Restlessness or feeling on edge 
• Tiredness, sleep disturbance, vivid dreams 
• Unwanted unpleasant repetitive thoughts. 
Behavioural Effects: 
• Avoidance of situations 
• Repetitive compulsive behaviours  
• Distress in social situations  

ANXIETY DISORDERS

WHAT IS AN ANXIETY DISORDER?: 

Everybody experiences anxiety at some point in time. Anxiety is a natural response, useful in helping us to 
avoid dangerous situations and motivating us to solve everyday issues. Anxiety can vary in severity from mil 
uneasiness through to a terrifying panic attack. It can vary in how long it lasts, from a few moments to many 
years.  It is important to help a young person understand normal anxiety and become resilient to that, and 
differentiate between normal anxiety and a disorder.  
An Anxiety Disorder differs from normal anxiety as:  
• It is more severe 
• It is longer lasting 
• It interferes with school, work and relationships 
Anxiety Disorders are those such as: GAD (General Anxiety Disorder), Panic Disorder, Phobias, OCD 
(Obsessive Compulsive Disorder) and PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder).



EXAMPLES OF WARNING SIGNS IN A YOUTH WORK SETTING: 

• Be extremely well-behaved and quiet, fearful or asking questions 
• Demand a lot of extra reassurance for tasks 
• Complain of sudden physical illnesses around stressful activities  
• Visibly appear to be anxious - sweating, agitated, hand wringing etc.  

PANIC ATTACKS 

Signs and symptoms: 
A young person having a panic attack with have several of the following symptoms at the same time: 
• Increased awareness of their heart beat 
• Sweating 
• Trembling or shaking 
• Feeling of choking, shortness of breath or smothering 
• Chest pain 
• Nausea 
• Feeling of unreality or detached from surroundings 
• Dizziness or feeling faint 
• Fear of losing control, going crazy or dying.  
• Numbness or pins and needles 
• Chills or hot flushes 

How to Help: 
1. If you are at all untrue whether the young person is having a panic attack, heart attack or an asthma 

attack, and they are in distress call an ambulance straight away.  
2. If you are sure the young person is having a panic attack, move them to a quiet safe place if possible 
3. Help to calm the young person by encouraging slow, relaxed breathing in unison with your own. 

Encourage them to breathe in and hold for 3 seconds and then breathe out for 3 seconds. (The reason 
for this is that the are of the brain that thinks rationally is full of adrenaline and needs oxygen to clear 
it, they physically cannot think clearly until this has happened.)  

4. Be a good listener, without judging 
5. Explain to the young person that they are experiencing a panic attack and that it will pass, it is not life 

threatening.  
6. Assure the young person someone will stay with them and make sure they are safe until the attack 

stops.  
(Note: the breathing exercises do not work for everyone. If in doubt and if possible, be led by the young 
person on what they find helpful to calm down.)



FIRST AID FOR ANXIETY   
Approach the young person, Assess the situation and Assist with any crisis.  
Listen and communicate non-judgementally 
Give Support and Information  
Encourage the young person to get professional help 
Encourage the young person to engage with other support systems in their life.  

1.  APPROACH, ASSESS & ASSIST 
HOW TO APPROACH: 
Make sure that if you have concerns about a young person surrounding this issue you approach them at a 
suitable time when both you and the young person are available to talk, as well as a space where you 
both feel comfortable and safe. 

HOW TO ASSESS AND ASSIST IN THE CRISIS: 
The most common crises with anxiety are suicide, panic attacks and reactions to traumatic events.  
Young people with anxiety disorders are at an increased risk of completing suicide or attempting self-
harm, so read the advice on these too.  With anxiety disorders it is also worth noting that a young person 
may have an exaggerating belief that they are at risk harm, which can spiral out of control.  
Let them tell their story if they wish, be a patient and sympathetic listener as defined below, reassure the 
young person that stress reactions are normal responses to abnormal events,  

2. LISTEN AND COMMUNICATE NON-JUDGEMENTALLY 
• Don’t show the young person you are negatively judging them and their behaviours.  
• Remember the issues are not due to weakness or laziness. The young person is unwell and is trying to 

cope.  
• Don’t be critical. 
• Don't express frustration with the young person for having such symptoms.  
• Don’t offer glib advice such as ‘pull yourself together’ or ‘cheer up’. 
• Avoid confrontation unless necessary to prevent harmful or dangerous acts. 
• Remember depression is often a sign of other issues. 

3. GIVE SUPPORT AND INFORMATION 
Only give support and information when you are sure the young person has finished telling you what they 
need to. Always give time to listen well.  
• Always treat the young person with dignity and respect  
• Don’t blame the young person for their difficulties  
• Offer consistent emotional support and understanding  - young people with anxiety are often 

overwhelmed by irrational fears, you need to be gently understanding of someone in this state and 
acknowledge that these fears may be very real to them.  

• Give them hope for recovery. It does take time to resolve, but it will get better faster with the right 
help.  

• Provide practical help - are there areas they are struggling with that you or the team can help with? 

4. ENCOURAGE PROFESSIONAL HELP 
Support for young people with anxiety is often provided by a range of professionals including GPs, 
psychiatrists, social workers, counsellors, psychologists, community psychiatric nurses and members of 
voluntary sector organisations.  
• Make sure they contact their GP - most surges have a doctor who specialises in mental health, ask at 

the reception who they are.  
• Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAHMS) - often referred to via school or the GP they 

will offer support from psychiatrists, counsellors, psychologists and cognitive behaviour therapy 
(CBT).  

• Treatment that works for mild anxiety disorder (2-3 months) is CBT, guided self-help, non-directive 
support therapy. 

• In-Patient treatment is reserved for young people at suicide risk or serious self harm.  

5. ENCOURAGE OTHER SUPPORTS 
Encourage the young person to consider other support available to them. Do not feel too burdened with 
the responsibility yourself, there are professionals and a church family available to carry the load.  

Family and Friends: 
• Make sure the young person knows key people who they can text or go to to chat when they are not 

doing well.  
• Set boundaries for yourself as a youth leader in this so as not to feel burdened 24/7 by 

communication. Remember you are not to be their only support.  



Online Resources: 

Suggest support groups and online helplines: 

• www.mind.org.uk 

• www.youngminds.org.uk  

• www.childline.org.uk  

• www.themix.org.uk  

• www.studentsagainstdepression.org  

• www.healthtalk.org  

• www.thelilyjoproject.com  

• www.anxietyuk.org.uk  

• www.nopanic.org.uk  

• www.ocdaction.org.uk  

• www.ocduk.org  

• www.getselfhelp.co.uk  

Self-Help Strategies 
Many young people who experience mental health issues can help themselves, and are keen to do so. 
Simply talking to someone they trust and who cares for them can make a significant different, it can also 
help in formulating plans around practical solutions and give more control back to the young person.  

Suggestions include: 

• Self-help books or websites based on CBT 

• Avoid Caffeine  

• Exercise 

• Find a therapist 

• Relaxation Training 

• Engaging in fun and enjoyable activities with friends and family 

• Expose to safe levels of sunshine 

• Avoiding alcohol and other harmful substances 

• Maintaining a healthy balanced diet and sleeping pattern.  

• Journaling  

• Praying  

• Listening to positive music, listening to worship music.  

• Refraining from overthinking - distract themselves in healthy ways.  

• Watch positive things online and on tv - but keep to a healthy time amount.  

• Useful apps: SAM - sam-app.org.uk; MoodKit; Mindshift
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