
Fears are a normal part of childhood because fear is an innate, protective
response to situations or objects which appear threatening or dangerous. 

Fear is a useful emotion for the survival of an individual and the species, 
and even very young babies will show a startle reaction and distress 

to an event like a sudden loud noise.
– Glen Stenhous, Child Psychologist

Children’s fears can seem puzzling to adults at times. I know a child who was afraid of

Elvis, scared to death he was going to have a personal Elvis sighting, I guess, He heard

of people who claimed to have seen Elvis, but his parents told him that Elvis was dead.
– Kimberly Keith, M. Ed, LPC

All children have fears. Very young children often fear darkness, insects, storms, animals, strangers,
and imaginary fears such as ghosts and monsters. Some children are afraid of doctors and dentists.
Adolescents can have fears of burglars, war, divorce, violence, sexual relations, bullying, and new sit-
uations such as going to high school or college. Symptoms of fearful children include: poor
concentration, sleep problems, decreased appetite, being clingy, physical ailment complaints, being
more hyper, and regressive behaviors such as thumb sucking or bed-wetting. Children, by the age of
ten, are over most of their fears except for physical dangers.

Helping children overcome fears can be a challenging task for several reasons. First of all, some chil-
dren are born with temperaments that make them more fearful and shy. Often adults have a difficult
time pin-pointing children’s fears.  How can you help a child when you don’t know what he or she
fears? You can ask the child, “What are you afraid of?” and he’ll say, “I don’t know.” Another problem
occurs when we focus too much on the possible causes rather than the solutions. The media doesn’t
help. Children are constantly witnessing violence, wars, terrorism, and kidnappings on television. No
wonder they have fears. Finally, parents are often caught in the middle when dealing with their chil-
dren’s fears. They don’t like their children being afraid, but on the other hand, they realize that their
children must have a certain amount of fear in their lives for safety reasons. Children need to fear dan-
gerous animals, crossing busy streets, and violent criminals. Fear can save a child’s life.
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1. Always remember, the fear is real to the child. If Molly thinks there is a monster under the bed, 
there is a monster under the bed!

2. Never shame or embarrass the child by saying, “Will you grow up! Stop being a baby! I can’t 
believe you are afraid of a little frog.”

3. Empathize with the child. “I know the storm makes you nervous. That’s ok.”
4. Agree with the child, “Yes, thunder storms can be scary at times.”
5. Don’t be overprotective. If the child is afraid of dogs, don’t pull her close to you when a dog passes 

by. This will reinforce her fear of dogs.
6. Encourage the child to talk about his fears.
7. Read stories to young children that deal with fears and overcoming them.
8. Be careful of your fears, they can “rub off” and be transmitted to your child.
9. Be careful what you say to your children; they take things literally. Avoid statements like, “If you 

get out of bed one more time the monster will eat your toes.”
10. If your child believes there is a monster in her room, help her look for it or blow a whistle to scare 

it away.
11. Monitor the types of movies, television shows, and video games your children see. Scary and 

violent forms of media can increase fears.
12. Rehearse or role-play situations. For example, if your child is afraid of heights, and will be going 

to the top floor of a skyscraper, have him practice climbing stairs or getting on an elevator.
13. Don’t force a child into fearful situations. If Carolyn is afraid of clowns, don’t force her to shake the 

clown’s hand.
14. When children feel a sense of control, they have less fear. Instead of saying, “Pet that dog right 

now!” you should say, “Feel free to pet the dog when you are ready.”
15. Eliminate some of your children’s fears by teaching them survival skills such as how to escape from 

a burning house, how to call 911, and how to identify a poisonous snake. 
16. Create a family “secret” code word to use for safety issues. 
17. Some psychologists suggest using desensitization. This involves exposing the child to his fears in 

bits and pieces. If Todd is afraid of swimming in the pool, try these steps: 
1) One day let him put his hand in the water, 
2) On the next visit he can put his feet in the water, 
3) The third visit he can get in the water up to his knees and so on.

18. Praise the child for the slightest progress.
19. Teach older children and adolescents relaxation skills.
20. Play the “What if” game with the child. “What if a stranger comes to the door, what should you 

do?” “What if a dog starts to chase you, what can you do?”
21. Let the child see other children interacting with the thing she is afraid of. For example, If Lenny is 

afraid of going on the Ferris wheel, let him see other kids his age riding it and having fun. 
22. About one in four children between ages 3-8 will experience night terrors or nightmares. Be patient 

because they tend to be short-lived.
23. Contact the school counselor or school psychologist for suggestions.
24. If the child’s fears continue after trying these suggestions, you may need to seek out more 

professional help.
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