
Your Child May Not Be Angry, They May Be Anxious 

Another day, another tantrum. Another week, another discussion with your child's teacher about 
aggression in the classroom. Whether your son or daughter is going through the infamous “terrible 
two's” or is entering fifth grade with an unshakably defiant stance against authority, getting a handle on 
your child's anger can be frustrating, to say the least. What many parents may not know, however, is 
that their child's outbursts and supposed disobedience may actually be fueled by anxiety rather than 
anger. Accurately identifying the source of your child's behavior can make all the difference in 
diffusing the situation and effectively comforting your child. 

Anxiety in Children

In most cases, the obvious signs of anxiety in children (and adults) include shaking, sweating, stomach 
aches, clinging, or wanting to hide. However, it's important to note that anxiety is a natural response to 
a perceived threat that triggers the release of cortisol and adrenaline in the body. This neurochemical 
reaction stimulates the fight, flight, or freeze response as a means of survival. 

In young children, a wide range of unfamiliar experiences and environments can feel scary or 
dangerous, setting off their anxious survival instincts. When faced with new challenges, fear of 
embarrassment, conflicts on the playground, criticism, helplessness or failure, a child's nerves may be 
firing on all cylinders, overwhelming him or her with anxiety. In the case of children who are prone to 
angry outbursts, tantrums, and oppositional behavior, their anxiety may automatically express itself as 
the “fight” response.

Discerning Your Child's Feelings

Determining whether a tantrum or defiance is a result of anxiety or anger can be particularly difficult as
young children may not have the vocabulary to narrow down their own complex feelings.  The 
following conversation starters can help you and your child identify and manage anxiety. 

Teach Your Son or Daughter About Anxiety

It's important to give your child the information he or she needs to understand what they might be 
experiencing. Stress, fear, and anxiety are all normal feelings that come up in everyday life. Naming 
those feelings and identifying what may be causing them can help your son or daughter feel more 
secure. Rather than feeling out of control, your child can take steps to avoid going from anxious to 
angry.

Discuss Ways to Relax

As a normal part of life, your child is bound to face scenarios that are intimidating. Learning to manage
their anxiety will give them a vital tool in navigating the scary, uncomfortable, and unpredictable 
aspects of life. 

- Breathe

One of the easiest ways to calm unsteady nerves is to take slow, deep breaths. Steady breathing, 
particularly when experiencing stress, helps bring the mind into the present and quiets the part of the 
brain that would rather fight, fly, or freeze. Give your son or daughter examples, such as inhaling 



slowly and then blowing as if cooling a bowl of hot oatmeal. Just a few steady breaths for a few 
moments can ease the anxiety. Remember, it also takes practice, so be sure to practice it together often.

- Take a Break

If you notice your child is agitated, take a break and find a quiet place to discuss what he or she may be
feeling. Explain how stepping away from anxiety-inducing situations can help him or her manage their 
feelings and approach discomfort in a more constructive, controlled manner. Use a calm voice, 
empathize with their feelings, and suggest remedies.

- Positive Affirmations

Stress and anxiety often cause discouraging thoughts and negative thought loops. Teach your child 
positive affirmations to tell themselves in order to counter their worries. They can be as simple as “I am
okay,” “I am loved,” and “I can do it.” Use real-life examples to reinforce these affirmations, such as 
how many people know and love your child for who they are or how brave they were at the dentist. 
These take practice as well! 


