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Foreword
because of the stuff you see in the media
stigmatising people who suffer from
mental illnesses like anxiety. So instead
of speaking to either my mum or my dad
about my anxiety, I just let the problem
build up and I felt more and more isolated.
At school I was told that my anxiety was
'just hormones', and, for a long time, I
was left without any support or guidance.
Luckily, I was eventually assigned a mentor
who was brilliant and really listened to me;
that gave me the confidence to open up to
my parents about my anxiety and to seek
help.

-Demi Freeman
The Fixing My Anxiety project allowed
young people suffering from anxiety
conditions to communicate their lived
experiences, greatest concerns and
proposed solutions to audiences of
professionals, policy makers and decision
makers who specialise in the field. This
event was unusual because, unlike other
public events about anxiety, it was us –
just everyday young people - and not the
'experts' who controlled what was said and
set the agenda.
Professionals from across health,
education, media and employment were
there to listen to what we had to say and
to learn from it. Each young person taking
part wanted to demonstrate why there
needs to be change through the example
of their lived experiences. For my part, I
wanted to share my experiences and views
because I know many young people with
anxiety don't often get an opportunity like
this; so I wanted to help make the lives of
others better by sharing my story along
with everyone else.
For me, it all started when I was in
secondary school and I went for years
without telling anyone about how I felt,
even my parents. Of course, they couldn't
help me because I wasn't being open
about it. I felt ashamed to tell them, mostly
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Instead of deciding for us what we are
going through, professionals need to listen
to us more and talk down to us less. That's
what being a Fixer is all about; getting your
voice heard by people who make decisions
gives you the confidence to get on in life.
Just the simple act of listening and being
open to what young people have to say can
change so much.
During the Fixing My Anxiety event in
London, I heard other young people just
like me talk about how their anxiety left
them socially excluded and isolated; how
professionals and teachers didn't listen
and how parents didn't understand anxiety
as a condition. They wanted to see more
practical support, for both themselves and
their parents, to cope with the wider effects
of anxiety. Practical support ranging from
mindfulness lessons to mental health first
aid kits.
For me personally, I'd like to see the
support provided from services like CAMHs
(Child and Adolescent Mental Health
services) to be more focused on what
young people feel would help them and
for mental health services to bridge the
gap between CAMHs and adult mental
health services with local, informal support
groups. We're asking for anyone who works
in health, education and workplaces to
listen to the voices of the young people in
the Fixing My Anxiety report and help bring
about the changes we seek.

-Demi Freeman

Executive Summary
Anxiety, the most common mental health
problem in the UK, is the least discussed.
To address this chasm, young people from
all four nations who are Fixers with lived
experience of anxiety gathered together
to open a new discussion and formulate
their 'blueprint' for a stronger, healthier
generation.
They presented their experiences and
ideas to an audience of policymakers,
practitioners, academics and third sector
organisations and this report is a voice-led
summary of their work. Here you will find
valuable insights and practical, tangible
solutions to problems they have identified.
The young people who worked with us
expressed concerns that their experiences
of anxiety, and how others deal with them,
are inhibiting their chances to get on his
life. They acknowledge a great deal of
progress in the public debate, but identify
areas where more needs to be done for
them, and generations who follow, to make
strides in life and maximise potential for
social mobility.
Each of the young people featured in this
report have had their names anonymised to
respect their privacy. But what they say is
authentic and remains an exact quotation
of their views.
They see their experiences in education
will undoubtedly influence their later life
chances; they see teachers as having a
profound influence and they want to do
well in education. But they describe huge
pressure in and around their academic
efforts which is hampering their chances
of getting on. They recognise the
limitations of a stretched health service
but point to cost-effective ways in which
medical professionals could help them
thrive – simple things like yoga, breathing
techniques and mindfulness especially in
the 'cliff-edge' between child and adult
services.

They are grateful to 'frontline' support
from family and friends and ask for more,
practical support for them and suggest
mental health first aid kits alongside
traditional ones in the home; they ask
media giants to take responsibility for
alleviating the pressures of life online. And,
perhaps most surprisingly, when talking
about their full and part-time jobs their
language is extreme; they talk about a
deep-seated fear of approaching employers
in matters relating to anxiety and express a
disconnect between inclusive HR policies
and the poor implementation of them…
leaving them feeling 'like aliens' in the
workplace. They suggest that experiencing
anxiety at work is still a taboo and this is
the last bastion of deep-seated stigmatism
around mental health issues.
In many areas in which they live their
lives, young people see a great deal of
willingness to help them find the coping
mechanisms they need to get on in life. And
yet, the underlying theme of their evidence
is that there is a sense of remoteness
and separation from institutional support
especially in education, accessing
healthcare and in the workplace.
For this reason we ask you to take this
report, read it and use it. Share it in your
work and implement the ideas where you
can; listen – actively - to what they are
saying, change your behaviours where
there are opportunities and help them, have
a better chance of harnessing the potential
of their own social mobility so they can get
on.
You can find out more about Fixing My
Anxiety, and the resources created during
the conference, via our microsite here:
fixers.org.uk/fixing-anxiety
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Introduction
A good place to start with anxiety is
attempting to define it, but how does one
define a condition that manifests itself
in different ways in different people?
Perhaps the best starting point would be
to allow anxiety sufferers themselves to
put into words exactly what anxiety is and
how it feels. This is what this report shall
endeavour to do in the pages that follow.
Arguably the most apt summation of
anxiety was made by the renowned anxiety
sufferer of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, Franz Kafka. Kafka described
his condition as “the feeling of having in
the middle of my body a ball of wool that
quickly winds itself up, its innumerable
threads pulling from the surface of my body
to itself.” As the young people in this report
will attest, such a feeling has an enormous
impact on their everyday lives.

From the classroom to the workplace,
anxiety and associated disorders are
fast becoming a major hurdle blocking
increasing numbers of young people from
becoming active and full participants
in society. For most people anxiety is a
perfectly natural occurrence in everyday
life; indeed, as the Mental Health
Foundation rightly observes, it is one
of 'a range of emotions that serves the
positive function of alerting us to things we
might need to worry about: things that are
potentially harmful'1. However, while many
young people can cope with occasional
bouts of anxiety during stressful moments,
for an acute but growing minority of young
people anxiety remains an insurmountable
obstacle to enjoying life to their highest
potential like all young people should be
entitled to.
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The public debate about anxiety in young
people has benefitted in recent years
from a general increase in the willingness
of the public, health professionals and
government alike to talk openly about
mental health and the debilitating impact
it can have on peoples' lives – especially
young people. In fact, in 2017 the UK
Government unveiled plans to address
mental health issues among young people
citing figures that recognised that 75% of
all mental health disorders were present
by age 182. Addressing young people's
mental health concerns lie at the centre of
any solution that seeks to address mental
health problems across wider society – any
proposed solution to rising mental health
concerns that doesn't start with young
people's concerns is no solution at all.
While great strides have been made in
recent years to overcome the stigmatism
around mental health, the impact of mental
health conditions on young people's
lives is playing catch-up in terms of
importance in a public debate that has
been largely dominated by adult concerns
and where anxiety has been overlooked or
downplayed as a serious issue. Further to
this, as Nihara Krause has observed, while
more young people are accessing mental
health services overall, the environments
that young people exist and grow up in are
contributing to 'low-grade levels of anxiety
and fearfulness'3; this points to the negative
impact exam stress and high-performance
expectations are having on their lives, while
inadequate support services only act as a
temporary bandage to a wider problem.
This report is a timely and informative
contribution to a highly relevant public
debate across areas as diverse as health,
work, social media and mental health law
reform.

This report will be of great interest to health
practitioners and policy makers who work
with young people or make decisions about
their lives. Most of all, this report will bring
young people's voices forward and place
them at the centre of the discussion about
anxiety in young people's lives.
To contribute to the established knowledge,
research and ongoing public discourse on
anxiety, Fixers has brought together young
people suffering from anxiety and related
disorders in the 16-25 age group for the
Feel Happy [Fixing My Anxiety] project. This
aims to give voice to the views of young
anxiety sufferers and illustrate their lived
experiences across five settings in which
they live their lives – at school, home,
interacting with the media, accessing health
services and at work. Fixers is not a singleissue charity, therefore we do not claim to

be experts on any single given subject area
here in this report and only ever on getting
voices valued. However, what Fixers does
offer - to academics, frontline workers,
campaigners, policy makers and wider
society interested in anxiety issues - is to
provide young people with a platform to get
their voices heard and to contribute to the
wider discourse.
The key aim of the research and resources
in the Feel Happy [Fixing My Anxiety]
project is to insert the wisdom and
knowledge of young people who are Fixers
into public policy debate through their
voices and lived experiences. From these
come the key recommendations that Fixers
themselves have created, from their own
unique insights, which aim to inform policymaking and practice to help support other
young people across the UK.
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Exams even in primary school now are really tough… it seems like education now
is more about learning to pass the tests whereas it should be about knowledge,
making friends and learning basic values.

For increasing numbers of young people,
feelings of anxiousness and related socially
debilitating disorders are becoming a key
factor in determining their performance at
school and academic attainment – almost
as much as socio-economic factors such
as family structure, income and social
class. As the Department for Education
has stated, anxiety can 'significantly affect
a child's ability to develop, to learn or to
maintain and sustain friendships.'4 Indeed,
when one considers the importance
employers are placing on potential
employees' ability to cultivate social
networks5, it becomes apparent just how
important anxiety – whether it be social
anxiety or other variants – has become in
young people's lives as they navigate the
education system from primary school
right through to higher education and their
careers beyond.
For many, the school, college or
university environment is where young
people learn new knowledge, form an
attitude of enquiry and develop social
networks that are integral to success and
human flourishing later in life. In fact, as
Archbishop John Sentamu has written,
'education can be the vehicle to bring
back out of social and economic exclusion

8

those who suffer disadvantage and have
become detached.'6 However, for many
of those young people that suffer from
the debilitating effects of anxiety, their
condition represents a barrier to accessing
education that every young person should
have as a matter of right. If a decent
education is to be the foundation of a
young person's success later in life, then
ensuring barriers to access are overcome
should be treated as a priority for policy
makers.
As Phil Topman and Graham Russell
have observed, social anxiety 'in
learning situations… can inhibit student
participation and impair the quality of
student life.'7 This view concurs with the
views of young people expressed in this
report who described their experiences in
education as students, their interactions
with teachers, the help they received
from school, college or university support
staff and what can be done to improve
the learning experiences of future young
people suffering from anxiety. The following
quotations and extracts from the young
people who participated in our anxiety
workshops paints a picture of hardship for
young people with anxiety within learning
environments and limitations placed upon
their abilities to learn and flourish as a
result.

“

“

Findings and Recommendations

'I didn't feel part of my course at college
because of my anxiety. I found it really hard
to relate to anyone because my anxiety was
like a barrier.' – Diane
'I was an outcast at my school. Once
we had a Royal visit at my school and I
remember being put in isolation to keep me
and my anxiety attacks out of sight.'
– Claire
'Starting a new school at any stage is
difficult. As you get older the feeling of
anxiety actually heightens as you get more
understanding of your anxiety. You are
more exposed to social media, and how
everybody else is going to perceive you.'
– Rich
As witnessed by the young people
participating in our workshops, a major
source of anxiety for young people at
school is the pressure to perform well
academically, achieve high grades
and meet sometimes impossibly high
expectations from parents, teachers and
elders. As Murray Stein and Yin Kean
have observed, social anxiety can have a
debilitating impact on exam performance
and risk of exam failure8; exactly what
those placing such high expectations on
young people are seeking to avoid.
'School now seems like a training camp
rather than somewhere to learn and be
yourself.' – Kelly
'From day one it was drilled into you that
GCSEs were the be all and end all of your
life.' – Michael
'Exams even in primary school now are
really tough… it seems like education now
is more about learning to pass the tests
whereas it should be about knowledge,
making friends and learning basic values.'
– Christine
For many young people suffering from
anxiety, teachers play a vital role in the
wider support network in helping young
people cope with anxiety during their
education and beyond. As the READ
Foundation has stated 'Teachers play
an extraordinary part in the lives of
children for the formative years of their
development and the importance of
teachers is something that cannot be
understated.'9 Indeed, as the young people
in our workshops attested to, teachers

play an important role in their lives and
often form a role of secondary parents in
their loco parentis duties. As one of the
young people, Lisa, said: 'I think it's the
responsibility of teachers to pick up on this
[early signs of anxiety]. Students might be
having problems at home and if parents
don't or won't pick up on it then it's up to
the teachers – otherwise no one is going to
deal with anxiety.'
The importance of the teacher-student
dynamic is underlined by examples of both
good practice and poor practice relayed to
us by young people. Many young people
relayed experiences and examples where
teachers, for different reasons, made their
anxiety worse. As one young person told
us:
'I felt like I was ignored and not taken
seriously by teachers. They made me feel
like I was attention seeking…' – Diane
'I think a lot of teachers struggle to pick up
on things. In my school a lot of the focus
was on exams and not on the actual pupil.'
– Amanda
'I think younger teachers who are
millennials will understand more than older
generations. Older teachers have a 'stiff
upper lip' attitude. They're like dinosaurs!'
– Kelly
To help strengthen the role teachers play
in supporting young people suffering
from anxiety identify the early signs in
students and address generational divides
in understanding, many young people
felt teacher training in this area needed
to be much improved. As Caroline said:
'Teachers need to receive more training, so
they can pick up the early warning signs –
it's better that it's picked up sooner so it
doesn't escalate.'
It was felt by many that training on these
issues needed to be more young people
focused and led if teachers were to better
understand how anxiety impacts their lives.
As one young person summed it up:
'it [anxiety] needs to be explained to
teachers by young people and they need to
listen.' 'Teachers admitted that they didn't
know what they were doing… but they
made the effort to ask me what I needed
and what they could do to help.' – Nicki
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This 'experts by experience' approach
was also valued by young people when
teachers and school support staff had
experience of anxiety in their lives. As
Chloe related to us:
'The school nurse understood my anxiety.
It helped that she had anxiety herself at my
age.' – Claire
'I got through school because I had a
mentor who had been through what I was
going through.' – Diane
Another area where young people identified
room for improvement in the education
sector was the patchwork nature of support
in schools, with quality and quantity of
support available to young people varying
depending on geographic location or
local education authority. To address
this, young people wanted to see a more
coordinated and uniform standard of
service across the country facilitated by
officials tasked with overseeing schools'
performance – such as Regional Schools
Commissioners (RSCs). Although RSCs
have no specified or expressly identified
role in monitoring school performance in
mental health, it is nonetheless the case
that RSCs are charged with overseeing
'improvement in performance' of
underperforming maintained schools and
academy schools10. However, recently
the Government has pledged to ensure
that primary and secondary schools are
incentivised to appoint 'a designated
senior lead' for mental health to coordinate existing support services'11.
As mental health issues such as anxiety
play an increasing role in young people's
experience of education, the standard
of support provided to students in this
area should be incorporated into RSCs'
oversight and evaluation responsibilities.
'In my experience you needed to fight to
get help with anxiety issues at school.'
– Kelly
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For other young people, the importance of
support from their peers in the education
environment was of importance in being
able to cope with or overcome their
anxiety. In particular, many young people
identified peer mentoring – where peers
have experience of anxiety - as providing a
more accessible and less formalised means
of accessing support. This concurs with
research that has shown peer mentoring
programmes have measurable effects on
reducing anxiety among participants12.
The young people participating in our
workshops expressed support for peer
mentoring to be made standard practice
across the education sector to ensure that
young people have access to support that
they feel they can relate to and is separate
from institutional authority.
'The role of peer mentoring is really
important. It helps if you can talk to
someone your own age who knows what
you're going through.' – Amber
'We're much more likely to listen to
someone like us, who has been through
what we have been through, than a teacher
who's always trying to tell us what to do.'
– Nicki
'There needs to be peer mentors in schools
and youth groups. Young people will listen
to people their own age and find them more
approachable than someone older and
less understanding… it is easier to talk to
another student than a teacher or member
of staff.' – Michael
Throughout the education system, young
people identified good and bad practice
when it came to helping young people
overcome anxiety. What came across most
of all was their view that there needed to
be an entire culture change within schools
brought about through a collaborative
process at all levels. As one young person
put it: 'It's not just the teachers, it's the
students too.'

'It definitely helped me to have a member
of staff on my side. They saw potential in
me… but not everyone has that at school.'
– Rich

Recommendations

'It would be really helpful to have a more
co-ordinated system of support in schools.
The sort of support and help you get is
really different depending on what school
you go to – everyone should get support at
school.' – Caroline

2. Regional Schools Commissioners to be
empowered to have oversight over schools'
mental health support

1. Teacher training on anxiety with young
people's experiences central to its content

3. Peer mentoring to be expanded and
formalised across maintained and academy
schools

“

Mental health services are a safe place to enter but not to leave – once they've
decided they're done with you at 18, they're done with you.

For young people in today's Britain, anxiety
and related disorders form an ever-present
feature of life and a barrier to participation
in parts of society that most young people
take for granted. Indeed, the prominence
of anxiety as a mental health condition is
underlined by the research of the National
Institute for Health and Care Excellence
(NICE), which has determined that anxiety
and depression, accounting for 7.8% of
the population meeting the criteria for
diagnosis, is the most common mental
health disorder in the UK.13 Of course,
these figures do not account for the many
people, especially young people, who go
undiagnosed with anxiety because they
have difficulty accessing health services
– either due to their condition or lack of
service provision.
Anxiety, along with mental health more
widely, has gained a level of prominence
in public policy debates and recognition
across society in recent years that it has
for decades been denied for reasons of
stigmatism, shame or denial of the issue.
Under the Coalition Government with
the Mental Health Strategy, and then
more recently with the Prime Minister's
commitment to addressing mental health

issues14, the emphasis on improving mental
health outcomes for sufferers, especially for
young people, comes at a timely moment
when mental health illnesses and related
issues have seen marked increases in
diagnosis and accessing of services15 –
sometimes resulting in increased pressures
on public services.
As this section of the report will show,
young people with anxiety conditions
often face a multitude of problems when
accessing mental health services and
support. From the standard of support
available to the transition from adolescent
to adult mental health services, young
people spoke about a palpable sense
of remoteness and separation from
institutional support. Further to this, young
people suffering from anxiety wanted to
see more of an 'expert by experience'
approach to therapy and counselling
services which concurs with the NHS'
Mental Health Taskforce Strategy of making
patient and user experience key to service
development.16 For the young people we
spoke to, constructing support services
around their needs and experiences was a
key solution to the problems they identified
facing anxiety sufferers.
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For many young people the standard of
service received and the way they were
treated by professionals, in particular
CAMHs (Child and Adolescent Mental
Health services), was the focus of concern
and criticism. They relayed to us concerns
that support was indifferent to their needs
and professionals unconcerned with
individual service users.
'I just feel ignored by them [CAMHs]
because I didn't have any obvious signs
that I struggle emotionally with my anxiety.
I've never had any addictions, don't drink,
don't do drugs, I've never harmed myself
and that doesn't mean I'm not hurting. I
hurt just as much as anyone else – I just
cope differently but I'm still struggling.'
– Diane
'The only time they want to help is when
you're drastically in crisis.' – Craig
To address these issues, young people
participating in our workshops felt that
mental health support services should be
structured more around what works best
for individual service users rather than a
rigid 'one size fits all' approach. Of note
were positive examples of young people
receiving cognitive behavioural therapy
(CBT) for anxiety and this being a best
practice template to emulate; many felt that
institutionalised approaches suffered from a
rigidity and conformity that made it difficult
for them to effectively engage with and
address their individual issues. A positive
example of this which combines innovative
therapy and technology is Thought Diary
Pro, which some therapists recommend
to aid identifying 'thinking errors' as a part
of CBT17. Kelly summed up this need for
innovation and suspicion of institutional
practices when she said:
'I think having different forms of therapy
available to young people would be helpful;
it can't be all sitting on a couch talking to
a stranger about your problems. Therapies
that allow young people to be expressive in
different ways.' – Kelly
'Some people might not need to see a
psychiatrist but could just need a bit of
help with problem-solving and creating
solutions to whatever they're struggling
with. Simple techniques can go a long way,
like breathing techniques.' – Caroline
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Ask any young person with a diagnosed
condition of anxiety what their first
destination for help, advice or support
was and they will likely tell you it was their
local General Practitioner. This report
identifies the difficulties young anxiety
sufferers experience when attempting
to obtain diagnosis or support for their
condition from their GP. These difficulties
with accessing support range from the
time limited nature of GP appointments to
a lack of adequate knowledge on the part
of GPs about anxiety conditions. In fact,
it is the tendency of practitioners to focus
on physical ailments during consultations18
that may be a significant cause of
frustration amongst young service users
with a specific mental health concern.
'I went to the GP when I was 14 and my
GP said I was exaggerating as 'you're too
young to suffer from anything like anxiety'.
So, I ended up bottling it up for over three
years, I started self-harming and then tried
to actually take my own life… the first
point of contact when seeking help is really
important.' – Craig
'GPs don't have enough time for you…
it is like 6 or 7 minutes and you can only
have 1 issue per appointment. That's not
enough time to get to know someone and
read their symptoms – not everyone can be
diagnosed with anxiety that quickly.'
– James
During the workshops, young people
described their experiences with GPs
with words such as: unreliable, unhelpful,
no time, procrastinating, inconsistent,
unapproachable, not enough choice etc.
This reflected an overall frustration with
primary care services being unable to
properly detect signs of anxiety or signpost
patients to support services. As the
King's Fund has stated, there is a 'strong
argument' for a greater role of mental health
specialists in primary care provision19 and
young service users echo this argument
through their lived experiences. Only by
breaking down this institutional division
between mental health and primary care
will health services be able to adequately
assist young people in signposting them to
correct services for diagnosis and help.
Another area of concern for young people
was the trauma and disruption caused to

their lives in the transition from adolescent
to adult mental health services. Specifically,
the young people in our workshops
expressed concern and relayed their
experiences of being 'cut off' at turning
18 years of age and facing a 'cliff-edge'
in support, meaning they experienced
an abrupt migration from the relatively
consistent support of CAMHs to the adult
mental health service world of lengthy
waiting times, patchwork services and
overburdened staff. While the Government
has in recent years set out the ambition to
put mental health services 'on a par with
physical health'20, the evidence from young
people's lived experiences still seems to
suggest there needs to be more done in
this area.
'I was referred to CAMHs a week before my
18th birthday… so I visited once, and they
told me to leave because I was 'too old'. I
had to refer myself to the Wheatsheaf Trust
[a local charity]. Mental health services
are a safe place to enter but not to leave –
once they've decided they're done with you
at 18, they're done with you.' – Craig
'They [CAMHs] don't stay with you for six
months to ease you into something else,
they just say 'bye' as soon as you turn 18.'
– Diane

As many of the young people pointed out,
leaving CAMHs can be a hugely disruptive
event for a young person who finds the
cut-off point of 18 arbitrary and clinical. But
as the young people show, if they are given
the means to cope during this period, then
they can often manage the transition. While
more needs to be done to reduce waiting
times in mental health, in the intermediate
period at least, more could be done to help
young people safely navigate the 'cliffedge' which has left many others struggling
as they transition to adult mental health
services.
Recommendations
4. Mental health support services to be
based more on individual need by using
'experts by experience'. No 'one size fits
all' approach.
5. Primary care services and mental health
to be more integrated to better help with
signposting and diagnosis
6. More help for young people transition to
adult mental health services to avoid 'cliffedge'

'I waited over a year to be seen by adult
mental health after I left CAMHs at 18.
Luckily, I was with a local support group
that offered lessons in things like yoga and
mindfulness. I think everyone moving from
CAMHs to adult mental health should get
that.' – Christine
'It takes so long to access services after
you leave CAMHs. I didn't have access
to anything for a year after and everything
went wrong… I took a 16-week programme
in emotional coping skills – that was
absolutely brilliant. I think it's just a Walesbased thing but everyone leaving CAMHs
should have something like that.'
– Amanda
'When you get transferred from CAMHs to
adult mental health, you go from therapy to
a waiting list' – Rich
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Coping with anxiety and seeking help
with the condition is hard enough for
young people within the institutionalised
settings of health and education, but what
about in places where young people are
supposed to feel most comfortable and
at ease? Places and social situations that
involve family, friends and peer groups.
Young anxiety sufferers do not come in
one standard identikit form, they come in
all shapes, sizes and lifestyles. This also
applies to the social networks and family
arrangements which anxiety sufferers
rely upon for support, understanding
and advice. As Dimitra Lekka and her
colleagues have observed, support from
family members can play a vital role
in decreasing anxiety levels amongst
sufferers21. But, as the young people
quoted in this chapter will make clear,
good family support is often only effective
when parents, guardians and siblings have
the resources and support for themselves
available.
So, for many young anxiety sufferers, family
and friends often form the frontline when
it comes to coping with anxiety disorders.
Long before the arrival of medical experts
and practitioners, with their institutionalised
formality and prescriptions for patients,
young people turn to their friends and
family first or their condition is identified
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by those within these circles. However,
depending on the quality of support
provided or the knowledge of anxiety
possessed by family and friends, this can
often have a significant impact on young
people when it comes to coping with their
condition or seeking professional help for it
later.
The support provided by family members
– whether parents, guardians or siblings –
was seen by many of the young people as
an important component in tackling their
anxiety conditions alongside professional
support. While many identified family
as providing a good level of support for
them (often through past experiences with
older siblings or others within the family),
many also expressed concern that some
families didn't know how to best support
a child with anxiety and lacked basic
knowledge of the condition. Some young
people also identified a generation divide
in the overall approach to anxiety with
grandparents being identified as expressing
'old fashioned' views to mental health. As
one participant said: 'Grandparents just
say 'get on with it'. I think this is because,
back in their day, it wasn't considered
a health condition and you didn't talk
about your emotions or even express
yourself. Nowadays it's very different, but
grandparents and older generations still
aren't comfortable with it.'

“

“

I think my parents didn't really know how to react, because my brother is 12 years
older than me, and he didn't really have any issues along the lines of anxiety
and depression, having a child who had both issues and then some was a bit of a
shock for them.

'Generational gaps in understanding are
a problem. Grandparents put everything
down to being a teenage girl. That feels like
a stigma that needs to be tackled.'
– Christine
'My parents would sit me down every day
after school and ask: 'how was your day?'
We'd sit and talk at the dinner table – that
is what our family did, and we would open
up to one another. My Dad's more closeminded but there's mental health right
through my mum's side of the family so
she's more able to talk about it. Young
people can be more afraid to talk to their
parents. Sometimes it's embarrassing to
say you're struggling. I'm able to be quite
open with my mum but a lot of young
people are embarrassed to talk to their
parents even though they're the closest
people to you.' – Amanda
'I think my parents didn't really know how
to react, because my brother is 12 years
older than me, and he didn't really have
any issues along the lines of anxiety and
depression, having a child who had both
issues and then some was a bit of a shock
for them.' – Amber
As Anxiety UK has said, 'family and friends
often want to help, but are unsure as to
how to do this and may wonder if they
are actually making the problem worse.'22
To address this issue, they wanted to see
more help and support made available to
family members of anxiety sufferers who
lacked the knowledge of the disorder or
who just wanted support of their own when
coping with what can be an incredibly
stressful and heavy strain on a family.
'I volunteer with Young Minds and they
have a parent's helpline.' – Emma
'Mental health first aid training for parents
would help.' – James
'My parents didn't acknowledge I had
anything wrong with me, bearing in mind I
had anxiety and other issues since I was a
small child. But you don't correlate mental
health issues with children. I can't help
thinking that if they had acknowledged it
sooner, it might have stopped it escalating.

It took big things to happen for them to
realise. If they had recognised it earlier,
it could have prevented somethings
happening. So I think parents really need
to know what the signs of anxiety are.
After all, when you have a baby and child
you're warned about signs of meningitis
and things like that. Why not mental health
issues? Young parents should be told how
to spot the signs of anxiety.' – Kelly
The role of family members was also seen
as vital in providing a frontline defence and
early warning system for anxiety disorders.
As experts have noted, identifying the
symptoms of anxiety in young people can
be difficult especially as it often overlaps
with other pre-existing conditions23;
therefore, the young people participating
in our workshops expressed the ambition
to see more done by public and voluntary
organisations alike to provide more support
and information to ensure families are alert
to anxiety systems to enable expedient
intervention at an earlier stage.
'Having conversations with children about
their problems instead of automatically
labelling it as 'teenage behaviour' would be
good. You could ask them how things have
changed and have meetings with teachers.
I think parents have to take the initiative.'
– Emma
Another recommendation from workshop
participants was the promotion and
further encouragement of what is referred
to as 'mental health first aid kits'. As a
means of providing support to anxiety
sufferers – either self-administered or
utilised by members of the public – these
first aid kits are a growing trend in mental
health support, with schools and colleges
across the UK working with third sector
organisations to develop kits suited
to young people's needs.24 Indeed, in
early 2017 the Government unveiled
plans to ensure teachers across England
are provided with mental health first
aid training25. The young people in our
workshops wanted to see this practice
formalised across society and made
available to families of anxiety sufferers.
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'I love the idea of having a mental health
check-up, like a dental check-up.'
– Caroline
'I discovered today that you could actually
have mental health first aid training, and I
had no idea what it was. It got me thinking
that that should be compulsory as well.'
– Kelly
'I've created a mental health first aid kit
that you can have in your handbag or your
car, so everybody has one there just in
case. You could have a small little colouring
in book, something tactile you could
cuddle, something scented like essential
oils, stones or crystals for grounding
techniques.' - Eve
'The solution was that there could be
mental health awareness training both for
teachers and for pupils but also something
a little more practical such as a mental
health first aid kit even for the home. That
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would be a first aid kit that sits right next to
the fire extinguishers and regular first aid
kit, which is put together by the pupils and
teachers together that contains comfort
items that could be very easily taken out
and used in a safe space, something that
could get a conversation started when it's
too difficult to talk about things.' – Christine
Recommendations
7. More support and advice available for
parents and family members struggling to
support children with anxiety
8. More support and education for parents
to identify signs of anxiety to enable early
intervention
9. Mental health first aid kits in homes to
be formalised approach to helping young
people with anxiety

“

A message could come up on the Facebook sidebar to help young people. You could
even use humour. I think it would draw more people in if Facebook starts telling
people who have been on there for too long to take a break.

From magazines to television, Facebook
to Instagram, young people are more
media aware and interconnected with
media than any other previous generation.
Millennials (born between 1980 and 2000),
and especially post-millennials (born
post-2000), have higher rates of internet
usage and personal immersion with social
media than other older age cohorts.26
As GlobalWebIndex and Deloitte have
observed, the 'visual social media' now
enjoys a greater level of usage with postmillennials while mediums such as Twitter
and Facebook remain most prevalent
with millennials.27 This points to a greater
visualisation of image and what it means to
be a young person and social media user
than previous generations; with how you
present yourself to different audiences,
often through carefully cultivated 'filtering'
of images, playing a major role in young
people's social lives. As the young people
quoted in this chapter will show, this is
having a measurable impact upon the way
they perceive themselves and how it affects
their anxiety disorders.
Indeed, as Anxiety UK's research has
revealed, 45% of social media users feel
that the medium has made them feel
'worried or uncomfortable'28 and this
concurs with the voices of young people
participating in the Feel Happy [Fixing My
Anxiety]. Despite initial beliefs that social

media would enable those suffering from
social anxiety to overcome their disorder by
avoiding direct social interactions29, social
media has proved for many young people
an exacerbating influence on their anxiety
and a seemingly all-pervasive milieu which
deprives them of sufficient space for selfreflection and time away from the constant
demands of social media. As some young
people stated:
'Social media life is constantly on. The blue
tick on WhatsApp is part of life. You can't
escape and there are no barriers. All the
apps are making it harder to escape – not
easier. You can't just 'like' something on
social media. You've got to decide on your
reaction. Are you going to give that post a
'love' or an 'angry face' reaction? They're
sucking us in more and more when they
should have a responsibility to help us
switch off.' – Christine
'I think social media can be a doubleedged sword. On the positive side, in terms
of social networks, it gives you access to
more resources and help. On the other
hand, it can be extremely negative – with
airbrushed images, celebrities, online trolls
etc.' – Kelly
'Social media is a new drug. It is fuelling
unrealistic dreams and ideas about life and
body image.' – James

FIXING MY ANXIETY 17
YOUNG PEOPLE 'FIXING' ANXIETY ISSUES: WE WANT TO GET ON!

These reactions from young people
speak to a growing sense of frustration
felt by many, but most acutely by anxiety
sufferers, that social media creates an
immense pressure to 'perform' and remain
constantly 'switched on' in a fast paced,
image focused social media world. This
chimes with expert opinion that sees social
media as having a negative impact upon
anxiety suffers especially young social
media users30. To address this issue, the
young people recommended that the
social media giants, such as Facebook and
Twitter, do more to discourage over usage
of social media and to actively warn users
when they were spending an unhealthy
amount of time online.
'You don't need to live your life on social
media. Spending long periods of time
on social media can cause so much
anxiety simply through comparison with
other peoples' filtered lives. The average
21-25-year-old scrolls 13 miles on their
phone in a week. How many bad posts do
you reckon they'll see? How many negative
things? How many discriminatory things?'
– Craig
'There needs to be a limit to the amount
of time people can spend on social
media without being prompted. You get
notifications from Facebook all the time,
why not a notification for being online for
too long?' – Kelly
'A message could come up on the
Facebook sidebar to help young people.
You could even use humour. I think it would
draw more people in if Facebook starts
telling people who have been on there for
too long to take a break.' – James
Another area where young anxiety sufferers
expressed concern was the overall
unregulated nature of online platforms
such as Instagram and Tumblr. While these
sites share many of the same imagerelated problems as other social media, an
additional concern raised by young people
is the relatively unregulated nature of these
platforms. For many, the presence of online
abuse and so-called 'trolls' heightens levels
of anxiety and makes these online channels
a 'no go area' for young anxiety sufferers;
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this is creating a de facto state of 'separate
but equal' online segregation where young
people with anxiety have equal access to
social media but in practice are barred from
participating in the online world.
As recent high-profile media stories have
exhibited, online abuse is a traumatic and
far too common part of young people's
lives – especially for those already suffering
from anxiety. Amnesty International has
shown online abuse contributes to lower
levels of self-esteem and other anxiety
related disorders31. In the workshops,
young people recommended that social
media companies be compelled to do more
to regulate these online areas and ensure
that anxiety suffers aren't excluded.
'The cyberbullying is something you can't
really switch off. In school, being bullied is
awful but in this day and age you also take
it home with you via your smartphone.'
– Kelly
'Social media is a great way to get the
message across about mental health
issues. The vast majority of the world now
use social media as it's pretty much the
best way to communicate – but with that
for many people, there also has to be trolls
– they are everywhere, on every site, every
page. Everywhere.' – Diane
'It's that anxiousness of knowing that
whatever you put out there, there's always
going to be someone who says something
negative… whenever I've spoken about
mental health on my own social media
feed, it terrifies me when I get abuse
from trolls. I get anxious whenever I get
a notification because every time I go to
check my phone, I'm scared.' – Eve
'Social media can be bad if you're at risk of
self-harming. If you go on Tumblr, there's
certain pages where people post their selfharm and there are pages on Instagram too
that can be quite triggering.' – Emma
'I think social media sites have a
responsibility to police their pages and
remove any pictures that can be triggering
because it's quite serious.' – Caroline

Finally, in the anxiety workshops the young
people also identified an area where social
media companies could make proactive
steps to make a positive difference in the
lives of their service users. Recognising the
reach and scope of social media, young
anxiety sufferers expressed the wish to see
more done to signpost help, advice and
support services to social media users. As
has been demonstrated using algorithms,
online search engines and social media
platforms can match users' search and
interests through their browsing and social
media feed histories; this allows more
efficient and optimal user experiences
through the smart use of data. But this
process can also be used in detecting
when a user is displaying characteristics
and behaviours concurrent with certain
mental health disorders through their online
histories. Young anxiety sufferers want
social media providers to start targeting
such users with online ads and direct
messages signposting them to mental
health support services.
'Advertising about mental health support
and sign-posting where to access it has
really come on leaps and bounds over the
last few years. The internet can be a great
way to reach socially isolated people – but
more needs to be done to reach them.'
– Claire
'Online streaming services should do more
to raise awareness of mental health issues
like anxiety with their subscribers. They
have such large audiences that they could
reach to raise awareness.' – Michael

In relation to this, some young people
voiced concerns about the actions
of platforms like YouTube that have,
arguably with the best intentions, moved
to 'de-monetise' user videos that refer to
mental health and related issues. While
these efforts might be aimed at trying to
protect users from 'triggering' content,
as mentioned previously, in this case
young people voiced concerns that this
ultimately proved self-defeating in helping
to raise awareness of mental health issues
including anxiety.
'One thing that I've noticed with anxiety
and other issues online, especially with
YouTube, is that recently they've been demonetizing videos that have been talking
about mental health and anxiety – I've
got quite a few of my own that have been
de-monetised, and when I asked why, they
said it is because it is about anxiety. So, I
think sometimes, with the media, they want
to talk about things and raise awareness,
but then sometimes they just end up
shutting it out and preventing people from
talking about it. Which isn't helpful.'
– Jenny
Recommendations
10. Social media users to be prompted
when spending too much time online
11. Better regulation and oversight of social
media and online forums
12. More advertising of and signposting to
support services
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“

I think it's really important for employees and employers to communicate. A job
needs to be a secure and comfortable environment where you feel safe.

From mental health services to social
media, this report has so far covered a
range of subject areas which are familiar
to anyone well-versed in social anxiety
disorder as a public policy issue. However,
one area of life that doesn't get discussed
nearly as much is the world of work and
employment and how it relates to young
people. For many anxiety sufferers the
workplace is a particularly challenging
environment which presents them with
a myriad of problems to confront or
navigate on any given work day. As Mind
has reported, 1 in 6 UK workers suffer
from anxiety, depression or stress32;
which places it well above the UK average
within the general population for such
conditions and indicates the impact the
workplace has upon the lives of anxiety
sufferers. For young people, starting out
in the workplace, with part-time or fulltime employment, is a major step forward
as they transition from adolescence to
adulthood. Therefore, how a young anxiety
sufferer first experiences the workplace can
have a lasting impact on their prospects
for employment, income and career
progression.
Coping with anxiety in any other setting,
be it the learning environment or the
healthcare system, is difficult enough for
anxiety sufferers. In the workshops, young
people expressed concerns about issues
including how employers/managers treated
employees with anxiety and how those
with anxiety disorders are re-integrated
into the workplace following a period
of absence due to mental ill health. The
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young people also identified issues like the
pressures to perform at work and how, in
certain workplaces, the wearing of uniforms
or expectations regarding personal
appearance added a whole other level of
anxiety to already stressful environments.
As young people stated in the workshops:
'Employers have to make it really clear that
they are supportive of mental health. The
stigma is still there. I work part-time and
I'm too scared to tell my managers that I
need to take some time out. There have
been quite a lot of situations where it has
been really busy or a customer has been
really horrible, and the only thing I can think
of has been to go to the toilet as a way of
taking some time out. I wouldn't be able to
go to my manager and say 'someone has
just been really horrible to me and I need
10 minutes time out.' – Emma
'It can be really scary to go to your
manager and say 'I've got anxiety about
this job' because you're scared about what
they're going to think of you.' – Caroline
Another area of note in the young people's
discussions were the barriers faced by
anxiety sufferers when returning to work
following a period of absence due to
mental ill health. This was seen by many
of the young people as a major obstacle
to anxiety sufferers playing a full and
substantive role within the workplace;
the concern being that anxiety sufferers,
and others suffering from mental health
conditions, were being unfairly isolated
when they returned to the workplace and

that this ultimately discouraged anxiety
sufferers from employment. They wanted to
see more done by employers to welcome
back anxiety sufferers to their jobs in the
same way they would an employee who
had been ill with a physical ailment.
'I know people who want to go back to
work after they've had time off or a period
of unemployment because of anxiety and
stress; but they are afraid to come back
because of stigmatism or that their bosses
won't be sympathetic… if everyone in
the workplace knew more about mental
health then those taking time off for being
mentally unwell would feel more confident
returning to work.' – Vicky
'When I went back [to work] I felt like an
alien. No one would speak to me… people
with mental illness need to be made to feel
welcome at work. If people don't know how
to approach mental health issues, then they
can make it worse simply by trying to avoid
it.' – Kelly
Finally, the young people in our workshops
also raised concerns about the level of
understanding and knowledge about
anxiety and other mental health disorders
by employers and managers. Young
anxiety sufferers felt, based on their lived
experiences with the workplace, that
employers and managers lacked the
necessary knowledge to properly support
employees with anxiety conditions or they
simply lacked proper levels of empathy and
treated anxiety as insubordination rather
than a health concern. Many of the young
people made a distinction between large
employers and small businesses; viewing
the former as having better HR policies in
place but also expressing concerns that
in practice these policies were less well
understood by managers. This chimes
with research by the Shaw Trust that
determined there was a distinct divergence
between formal guidelines and institutional
practice33. As the workshop participants
stated:
'Bosses need to be open and
approachable. They don't have to know
everything. They can learn and need to be
open to learning about anxiety disorders.'
– James

'We can all research anxiety disorders and
learn more – bosses and colleagues alike.'
– Kelly
'Employers need to realise that their
employees do suffer with a lot of things.
If you have an anxiety attack outside of
your workplace, you're not going to burst
in crying and heavily breathing. You'll
calm yourself down and then go in. So
employers should just say 'why are you
late?' – Craig
'There are positives to having experience
of anxiety and other mental health
conditions. I would like to think I am
very understanding. I can relate well to
others. I have a drive to be content with
everything… managers need to understand
that a member of staff might need to stay
home for the day because of anxiety. That
needs to be okay.' – Vicky
Across the workplace young anxiety
sufferers face challenges that prevent them
from becoming fully-participating members
of the workforce and contributing to the
economic life of the nation. While there
remains good practice to be recognised
in some areas, there remains room for
improvement. The increasing awareness
of mental health issues, including anxiety,
means that this issue, combined with
flatlining productivity in the UK economy,
will continue to confront employers and
policy makers in the years to come. Only
through unlocking the full potential of every
employee and worker can we address both
national issues as well as issues facing
anxiety sufferers.
Recommendation
13. More flexibility around workplace
policies for employees suffering from
anxiety
14. Lessen barriers to anxiety sufferers
returning to the workplace
15. Better enforcement of HR policies
regarding mental health and increased
workplace knowledge of anxiety disorders

FIXING MY ANXIETY 21
YOUNG PEOPLE 'FIXING' ANXIETY ISSUES: WE WANT TO GET ON!

Conclusion
The main objective of this report has been
to highlight an aspect of the mental health
discussion that is increasingly impacting on
the lives of more and more young people,
but which also remains a much underdiscussed issue. To give as much of a
clear overview of young people's opinions
and views, this report focused on subject
areas that touch upon the everyday lives
of young anxiety sufferers – school, health,
home, media and work. Each subject area
formed the basis for discussion topics in
our anxiety workshops where the young
people, or Fixers, were asked by our
academic facilitators to talk about their
lives in these areas. What emerged from
these workshops was a unique and indepth view of the lives of young people
coping with social anxiety and related
disorders in 21st century Britain.

In education, the Feel Happy [Fixing My
Anxiety] workshops detailed how young
people with anxiety felt the pressure to
perform well academically was turning their
school experience into a highly stressful
atmosphere that turns the classroom into a
production line for grades to the detriment
of the socialising aspects of education.
As the learning environment provides an
important opportunity for young people
to build character and develop the skills
necessary for becoming fully participating
members of society, therefore, the issue
of academic pressure and its resulting
cause or exacerbation of anxiety levels
means that young people are in danger
of being left socially disadvantaged. This
transforms anxiety issues into a social
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mobility issue that requires the urgent
attention of educators and policy makers.
To address this, young people with anxiety
raised the issue of peer mentoring – where
peers have lived experience of anxiety - to
helping students cope with anxiety, provide
a support network free from the negative
connotations of the institutional authority of
school staff.
With regards to anxiety and health, young
people expressed deep concerns over
a range of issues; including, the quality
of service from GPs for anxiety sufferers
and the role of CAMHs in their lives.
Fixers highlighted what they regarded
as the severe cut-off in support from
CAMHs when they turned 18. Many of the
young people felt that the transition from
adolescent to adult mental health services
left them inadequately prepared to deal
with the abrupt change in support; as one
Fixer said, it was like going from 'therapy
to a waiting list'. In order to help young
people manage this transition the results
of our workshops show that young people
would prefer to receive support from nonclinical, intermediary organisations that can
offer support more catered to individual
needs. The concerns over waiting times
and abrupt changes to heavily relied upon
fed into a wider concern amongst young
anxiety sufferers that professionals, from
GPs to therapists, needed to do more to
both understand their patients/clients but
also to put aside their institutionalised
approached to anxiety sufferers and listen
to them as people.

When it came to 'Home', encompassing
family life as well as their social lives, young
anxiety sufferers identified the generational
divide in understanding anxiety between
older and younger generations –
especially when it came to parents. In a
positive sense this generational divide
demonstrated that younger parents, mostly
under 50 years old, were more likely to
view anxiety disorders in a sympathetic and
understanding light whereas older parents,
and in particular grandparents, were viewed
as seeing anxiety as a matter of 'manning
up'. Young people were more likely to view
anxiety as a mental health issue and as
a result wanted commensurate support
from family and friends as if it were any
other mental health condition or a physical
ailment. This points to a generational trend
amongst younger generations that takes a
more inclusive view of mental health.
For many young people, when we
discussed the media with them there was a
heavy focus on social media which perhaps
is indicative of the growing trend of
millennials and post-millennials to consume
media almost exclusively in online formats.
While there was some discussion of more
traditional media platforms – print and
television – it was striking how participants
viewed social media as so integral to their
lives and the impact it had, both positive
and negative. While anxiety sufferers, like
any other member of their age cohort,
were highly immersed with social media,
they felt in many areas there was a lack of
regulation of online content and speech
that could prove to exacerbate their anxiety
conditions.

Although the young people recognised
that there were reasonable limits to what
can be regulated online, either because
of freedom of speech considerations or
simply the practicalities of regulating all
content, they nonetheless felt that such
content as Tumblr pages promoting selfharming or the promotion of unrealistic
and unhealthy body images needed to
be better regulated. Further to this, they
also identified the amount of time young
people spend online as a source of anxiety
due to the long-term exposure to images
and content that were likely to exacerbate
anxiety. The overall feeling of being
'switched on' almost permanently was seen
as a major contributing factor to anxiety
conditions and young people wanted to
see this addressed through social media
companies being more proactive in
encouraging users to switch off from online
life for short periods.
Finally, the much under discussed yet
highly important area of work proved that
young people with anxiety were determined
to play an active role in the workforce, but
were equal in their determination to see
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change in employment. The workplace is
often a stressful environment for anyone,
but for young people already suffering
from anxiety it can be an acute source of
distress and, without the correct support,
it can deter them from the workplace. The
participants in our workshops identified a
disjuncture between company HR policies
as written, which tended to take a proactive
line on mental health issues, and HR
policies in practice. Young people relayed
to us their concerns that employers,
managers and fellow employees did not
treat anxiety as a serious mental health
concern and instead viewed it more as an
inconvenient character flaw of youth.
Further to this, as this report has
demonstrated, there is still much more to
be done in ensuring mental health issues
are taken seriously in the workplace and
that, especially for young people, they
get given the employment opportunities
they deserve. This is especially true in
the case of returning to work, which
workshop participants identified as an
area for improvement. Many young people
claimed they had experienced or had
witnessed others' experiences of returning
to the workplace after a period of mental
illness and had found that mental health

sufferers found the process extremely
difficult – especially in workplaces where
management and workforce did not
understand anxiety as a mental health
condition. Across the workplace young
people sought more understanding and
less judgement.
Throughout the workshops and in
this report, young people with anxiety
conditions and disorders have expressed
a desire to see things improve for all those
suffering from anxiety. They recognise that
anxiety can be a perfectly normal fact of
life, but also make the point that for many
it becomes a crippling obstacle to fulfilling
their ambitions in life and taking their
place as a fully participating member of
society. In this sense, addressing anxiety
issues is not merely a matter of public
health but a social justice obligation for
all of us. What this will require is more
understanding, more listening and action
based on what young anxiety sufferers are
telling us; it will also require a sea change in
attitudes towards sharing our mental health
experiences and lessening the stigmatism
around the issue. As one of the Fixers
perfectly commented 'it's okay to talk
about our feelings. You don't need to be a
caveman hero.'

Fixers would like to thank ITV for hosting The Fixing Anxiety event at London Television Centre and Wellcome Trust
which funds our Feel Happy Fix series.
We would also like to extend a special note of thanks to our workshop facilitators: Dr Amanda Fitzgerald, Senior
Lecturer in Psychology at University College Dublin, Dr Kathrin Cohen-Kadosh, Lecturer in Cognitive Neuroscience
at the University of Surrey, and Kate Massey-Chase of Exeter University. Their leading of our anxiety workshops was
vital to allowing young people to get their voices heard and integral to the research contained in this report.
This report has been compiled and written by Chris Podszus, Fixers' Policy, Research & Public Affairs Officer.
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