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Spotting the earliest signs to finding the right support,
so, every child can grow up feeling safe, understood, and empowered
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In today’s fast-moving and increasingly
competitive world, childhood is no longer
untouched by emotional stress. Anxiety has
gradually become one of the most common
difficulties experienced by children, yet it
often remains unnoticed or misunderstood.
Academic expectations, social comparison,
constant digital exposure, and rapidly
changing lifestyles place significant pressure
on young minds. As a result, many children
experience persistent worry, fear, and self-
doubt that can affect their learning,
confidence, and overall emotional well-
being.

What is Childhood Anxiety?

Worrying is a normal part of childhood.
Children may feel nervous before
examinations, shy when meeting new people,
or uneasy on their first day at school. Such
emotions are usually temporary and form a
natural part of growing up. Anxiety becomes
a concern, however, when these worries
persist for long periods, they appear
excessive and begin to disrupt a child’s daily
activities.

From a clinical perspective,
childhood anxiety involves intense and
persistent fear or worry that the child finds
difficult to manage. It is often linked to a
heightened state of alertness, as if the brain’s
internal alarm system remains active even in
the absence of real danger. Unlike brief
moments of nervousness, anxiety tends to
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return repeatedly and can cause significant
distress, affecting a child’s emotional well-
being and ability to function comfortably in
everyday situations.

How Common is Anxiety Among Children
in India?

An updated 2024-2025 WHO and UNICEF
analysis shows that 1 in 7 children and
adolescents  (aged  10-19)  globally
experiences mental health conditions, with
anxiety and depression being the most
prevalent. Anxiety disorders are particularly
high, with estimates showing that 4.1% of
10-14-year-olds and 5.3% of 15-19-year-
olds are affected. In India, studies indicate a
high burden, with some reporting anxiety
prevalence rates among adolescents ranging
from 14.4% to 56.8% in various settings,
often higher among girls.

Despite its prevalence, childhood
anxiety remains  significantly = under-
recognized in India. Cultural beliefs often
lead families to dismiss anxiety as "shyness,"
"laziness," or a lack of moral fortitude. The
stigma surrounding mental health means
many parents feel shame or confusion when
their child shows signs of distress.
Additionally, the intense focus on academic
achievement, particularly in Class 10 and
Class 12 board exam years, creates enormous
pressure that amplifies anxiety.
Understanding that anxiety is a genuine,
treatable condition, not a character flaw, is
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the critical first step for Indian caregivers.

Root Causes of Anxiety

Childhood anxiety usually develops from a
combination of factors rather than a single
cause.

Academic Pressure: High expectations,
exams, and competition create stress and fear
of failure.

Family Environment: Conflict, critical
parenting, or major family changes can
increase insecurity.

Social Challenges: Bullying, peer pressure,
and social exclusion affect confidence.
Biological Factors: Genetic tendencies may
make some children more prone to anxiety.
Stressful Experiences: Loss of loved one,
parental separation, illness, accidents, or
other traumatic events can trigger anxiety.
Digital Exposure: Excessive screen time and
disturbing online content may increase worry.
Poor Coping Skills: Difficulty expressing
emotions or managing stress can intensify
anxiety.

Lifestyle Factors: Lack of sleep, poor diet,
and low physical activity can affect emotional
health.

Recognizing the Signs

Physical, Emotional, and Behavioral Signs
Physical Signs:

Frequent stomach aches or headaches with no
medical cause.

Trouble sleeping or recurring nightmares.
Fatigue, muscle tension, or restlessness.

Nail biting, hair pulling, or other nervous
habits.

Complaints of nausea, especially before
school.

Emotional Signs:

Excessive worry about future events or "what
if" scenarios

Intense fear of making mistakes or being
judged

Irritability, sudden crying, or emotional
meltdowns

Low self-esteem and persistent self-doubt
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(i) Generalized

14

Difficulty concentrating due to intrusive
worries

Behavioural Signs:

Refusing to attend school or social events
Clinging to parents or caregivers beyond
typical ages

Avoiding new situations or unfamiliar people
Seeking excessive reassurance from adults
Procrastination driven by fear of failure.

Common Types of Anxiety Disorders in
Children

Anxiety: Persistent,
uncontrollable worry about many different
things, such as school, health, family, the
future. The child feels anxious almost every
day with no single clear trigger.

(ii) Separation Anxiety: Intense fear of being

separated from parents or caregivers. Very
common in early childhood but concerning
when it persists beyond age 8 or severely
disrupts schooling.

(iii) Social Anxiety: Overwhelming fear of social

(iv)
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situations, being watched, or judged by
others. Children may avoid speaking in class,
attending parties, or making new friends.
Specific Phobias and Panic: Intense,
irrational fear of specific objects or situations
(dogs, darkness, injections). Panic disorder
involves sudden, overwhelming episodes of
fear with physical symptoms like racing heart
and breathlessness.

The Impact of Untreated Anxiety

When anxiety goes unaddressed, its impact
ripples across every dimension of a child's
life.

Academically, persistent anxiety impairs
concentration, memory, and problem-
solving, the very skills needed for school
success.

Socially, anxious children often withdraw
from friendships, miss out on extracurricular
activities, and struggle to develop the
confidence needed for healthy relationships.
Mental Health, higher risk of depression
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and anxiety disorders in adulthood.
Family Strain, increased conflict, caregiver
stress, and disrupted family routines.

How Parents and Teachers Can Respond
Tackling Anxiety

The most powerful thing any adult can do for
an anxious child is to respond with calm,
consistent empathy. The goal is not to
eliminate all anxiety, but to help the child
develop the tools to manage it.

Listen Without Dismissing: Avoid phrases
like "don't be silly" or "there's nothing to
worry about." Instead, validate: "I can see this
feels really scary for you. I'm here." Being
listened to with patience and compassion is
often the first step toward helping a child
manage anxiety.

Build Predictable Routines: Children often
feel more secure when their daily life follows
a stable routine. Regular sleep times, study
schedules, and family activities help reduce
uncertainty and provide a sense of control,
which can lower anxiety.

Teach Simple Relaxation Techniques:
Introduce children to deep breathing,
stretching, or quiet reflection. Even a few
minutes of slow breathing can help calm the
body and mind during moments of stress.
These small practices gradually build
emotional resilience. In addition, light
physical activities such as walking or gentle
movement can ease tension and help reduce
the body’s stress response.

Encourage Gradual Confidence Building:
Avoidance strengthens anxiety. Gently and
patiently encourage the child to face feared
situations in small, manageable steps — with
praise and recognition for every bit of
courage shown.

Limit  Excessive Pressure: High
expectations related to academic
performance or competition can intensify
anxiety. Encourage children to focus on
learning and effort rather than perfection.
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Praise their progress and perseverance
instead of only the results.

Model Healthy Coping: Children learn by
watching. When adults openly (and calmly)
talk about managing their own stress, and
demonstrate  balanced  responses  to
challenges, they give children a powerful
template to follow.

Seek Professional Help When Needed: If
anxiety becomes persistent and begins to
interfere with school, friendships, or daily
activities, it may be helpful to consult a
trained professional in Child Psychology or
Clinical Psychology. Early guidance and
support can prevent the problem from
becoming more serious later in life.

Building a Supportive Environment for
Every Child to Thrive

Anxiety in children is real, it is common, and
most importantly, it is treatable. The journey
begins with awareness: understanding that a
worried child is not a weak child, and that
reaching out for support is an act of courage,
not failure. India's children carry
extraordinary pressures, but they also have
extraordinary resilience when they are
surrounded by adults who see them, hear
them, and believe in them.

Whether you are a  parent,
grandparent, teacher, or community member,
your response to an anxious child matter
more than you knows. Small, consistent acts
of compassion, patient conversation, a calm
routine, a gentle encouragement to try again,
build psychological safety that allows
children to face their fears and grow into
confident, resilient adults.
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