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Understanding alarm an
an emotion

Anxiety isn’t a thinking problem.

It's an emotional one — alarm.

The more we push emotions away,
the bigger the emotional problems become...

Not about more Not about Not about brain Not about
coping pursuing calm science bravery
+ What should we tell our worried « Youare safe + What would brain science
thoughts to make them go away? tell us is happening here? * You are bigger than
* Let's just breath your worries
« Let's change the brain ads « Is this a real problem or something i .
« Calmdown your brain is making up? * Youjusthavetodoit
+ Do your best and think positive and be brave
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BRAINIS A
SOPHISTICATED

designed to
aid survival

the THREAT of ...

NOT being WITH
NOT being LIKE

NOT being LOVED

Lo O —

NOT BELONGING

NOT being KNOWN
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HARDWIRED, EMOTIONAL SURVIVAL
RESPONSES TO FACING SEPARATION
the gap—bring back what's missing
PURSUIT Behaviours: clinging, following, calling out
(Closure)
FRUSTRATION
ALARM (Change)
(Caution)
Something is
Something is wrong— broken—it must be
watch out fixed.
Behaviours: worry, fears, Behaviours:
stomach aches, increased tantrums, aggression,
startle response, vigilance resistance
These aren’t misbehaviors. They’re the brain’s survival strategies when facing
separation.
8

HARDWIRED, EMOTIONAL SURVIVAL
RESPONSES TO FACING SEPARATION

PURSUIT

FRUSTRA11ON
(CauHon)

STUCK

SITUATIONAL LINGERING
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WHY?

Are our kids more alarmed and anxious then?

Because they are facing more separation.

SOURCES OF SEPARATION FOR KIDS
5 COMMON SOURCES

+ Physical or emotional » Separation-based discipline

separation from a caregiver (timeouts, consequences)

—Absences, conflict, or emotional —Discipline that uses separation

unavailability can trigger alarm from what kids are attached to

Lack of belonging and « Death or awareness bad things

connection can happen to self or loved ones
—Confronting loss or the poss\b\llty of

al

—When not deeply rooted in adult -
relationships at home or school it fuels separation and existential alarm

« Life transitions (new sibling,
move, divorce, daycare)

—Changes and transitions are encounters
with separation and can fuel uncertainty

Deborah MacNamara, PhD
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SOURCES OF SEPARATION FOR KIDS
5 HIDDEN SOURCES

+ Peerorientation (relyonpeers  + Developmental shifts (early
childhood to adolescence)

over their adults)
—Natural growth spurs alarm as

—When peers replace adults as their
compass point, face more alarm from

rejection and insecurity

Dominance issues (power
battles with adults to lead)

—They don't depend on their adults to
lead and guide them, try to take over
and orchestrate connection, resistant

* Success

—Can foster alarm as increasing success
adds weight to their performance and
increases the potential loss or failure

they face separation from identity,
and caretakers

Sensitivity and neurodivergence
(can feel "too much” to handle)

—Sensory systems are more easily
stirred up leading to emotional
overload and intensified alarm

12

Copyright Gordon Neufeld, and Deborah

MacNamara



Module 1 - Three Ways to Transform Alarm Deborah MacNamara, PhD

The question isn't
just how to solve
the problem of
alarm..

It's how to guide our
kids through it so they
recover and become
more resilient &
confident.
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Three natural ways we are

meant to resolve alarm
enotions

* CAUTION

* ADAPT

* COURAGE
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((ALARM))
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When do you see your kids move to caution?

+ Leaving home and going to daycare, preschool or school
+ Going to bed at night

+ Avoiding a ‘'mean’ friend

+ Bully on the playground

* When a parent or teacher yells

* When faced with a sibling who is aggressive

+ Emergency lock down at school

+ Driving a car

Caution: Alarmed at the threat of separation
from something or someone you are attached to

16
Ways we use alarm to get our
kids to behave
— — ———

+ Raising our voice  * Warnings & threats « Ultimatums

- Feigning separation * Trading on their « Scary stories
ears

SACRIFICIAL PLAY: We overwork the alarm system for the
sake of compliance
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((ALARM))

futility

\

ADAPTATION
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Some alarming futilities

- not being able to

* not

- the

-the

people you love

or keep someone close

as you would like, being wanted and chosen

or understood

or significance to another

and growing up (young kids & teens)

can happen to you or the

20

The emotional journey
of adaptation & resilience
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alarm &
desire
24
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Courage and Confidence

DESIRE

to engage in an activity
to take part in some fun
to ask one’s question

to stand up for a friend
to wear what one prefers
to share one's story

to express one's opinion
to get attached & involved
to pursue a passion

to be oneself

ALARM

to be away from home

to be laughed at

to appear stupid

to lose popularity

to be seen as different

to not be interesting
to meet disapproval

to have to let go

to not measure up

to be alone

Deborah MacNamara, PhD
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CULTIVATE COURAGE

LEWIN’S PRINCIPLE

When a scenario involves both alarm and desire,
the nearer one is to it, the more alarming it
appears; the further one is from it, the more
desirable it seems.

When alarm gets stuck

(the vulnerability is too
much to bear)

27
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Every human brain is equipped to...

... tune out what distresses ... shield against a sense of insecurity

... shut out what hurts’
7. suppress alarming feelings

... repress bad memories ... extinguish feelings of
shame & embarrassment

defend

lagam;?l' ... divest of caring &
vulnerability responsibility

... dull the pain
... numb out discomfort

... protect against a sense of ... deny shortcomings
mortality

... filter out vulnerable feelings as well
... turn ablind eye to rejection as feelings of vulnerability

Deborah MacNamara, PhD

Why does the brain need to
reduce vulnerability?

... Emotional expression has repercussion for relationships
... There is work to do that emotion could get in the way of
... There is a wounding environment one has to survive

... Sensory and emotional overload due to sensitivity

... There is a lack of invitation for expression

acceptable or ‘positive” emotions

difficult or ‘negative’ emotions

30
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FLATTENED AFFECT

anticipation thankful

optimistic hepeful thrilled
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Stuck Alarm Problems

Adrenalin-Based Problems

- devoid of feelings of alarm, attracted to what alarms, lacks attachment
conscience, engages in alarming behaviour

Agitation-Based Problems

~»zo—--Hozm

- signs include not talking about feeling scared or nervous, hyperness or
tension, restlessness, recklessness, can't stay out of harm's way, doesn't see
trouble coming, impulsiveness, scattered attention

Anxiety-Based Problems

- signs include not feeling safe, anxiety reducing behaviour, phobias,
nightmares, obsessions, compulsions, panic attacks

% Alarm N

wmwuzmmmo
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Irrational Obsessions
(false idea of what is wrong)

Someone or something is out to hurt me or
to get me.

Related Compulsions
(to avoid alarm & reduce anxiety)
work at avoiding the monsters and scary

creatures, avoid getting conned, uncover
people’s plots

Deborah MacNamara, PhD

Something is wrong with my health or my
functioning or is going to make me sick.

work at keeping things clean, at not
getting sick, at avoiding germs, at avoiding
contamination

Something is out of order or out of place.

work at putting things in order and
preserving order

Something is wrong with my body or with
how | look.

work at improving one's appearance or at
changing one's shape

Some places or situations are dangerous
or unsafe.

work at avoiding the things and situations
that make one feel unsafe

Something has been left undone.

work at remembering to complete one'’s
tasks

| might not measure up.

work at getting things perfect, doing things
right, improving oneself

34

typical signs of elevated anxiety

* unrelenting sense that

» periodic waves of

35

or that something bad is

going to happen
« persistent feelings of . lack of safety
+ dreams reflect the emotional theme of alarm (eg, )

* motor energy of alarm may find release through

obsessions

compulsive
behaviours

a ® S 0 X n

oo futlty i
not fl

X1e
S

=[SV
N

irational ((ALARM))

blind to the
true source
of alarm

what truly E
alarms is
not faced

T ADAPTATION

36

Copyright Gordon Neufeld, and Deborah

MacNamara

12



Module 1 - Three Ways to Transform Alarm

compulsive anxiety-reducing behaviours

such as sucking, chewing, nail biting & eating

(eg. rocking, pacing, music
with a beat, swinging, flickering fire, watching waves, worry
beads, stroking, twirling hair, rubbing genitals, masturbation)

« seeking comfort through

(e.g. nicotine, alcohol, marijuana and most
prescription drugs)

w
~

6 Strategies for reducing

anxiety and feeling alarm

Anxiety is alarm that is not
felt vulnerably
— “alarm without eyes’

38

1
An adult must

to
care for a child
and their feelings
of alarm.
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* too unsafe

separation
* too
* too much insecure
shame Y - too
CHILD t alarming
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Helping Kids in Troubled Times

so that distressing events don’t turn into trauma

- parent

Where the helper - grandparent
can be ANYONE - relative
but preferably - teacher
a caring adult - coach
to whom the J - expert
child or adult - counsellor
is attached or - therapist
will attach 2 - caregiver
- case worker

- volunteer

Helping stuck (trauma) kids get unstuck

THE FAMILY CIRCUS, by it eare

42
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2

Reduce any

between you.

-
< 2

Bridge what comes between you

WHEN y
SAYING GOODBYE IS
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Matchmake and arrange for
introductions

Deborah MacNamara, PhD
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Relationships that should be encouraged...

« relationships with

- relationships with other in the child's life: day-care
providers, preschooler teachers, babysitters, family workers, nannies

« relationships with : grandparents, uncles/aunts,
teachers, mentors, roles, coaches

between children

- relationships with peers that or conflict with those
above

48
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WHEN SAYING (1]
GOODBYE IS HARD &

Separation is hard for young kids because aftachment

D)

COLLECT BRIDGE
AND LEAD THE DIVIDE

MATCHMAKE TO
ETAKER

and
make room for

expression.

refrain from the opposite:

- judging feelings

- discounting/negating/countering feelings

- defending oneself or another

- conveying that they are too much to handle

- teaching a lesson

- solving a problem

51
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a) ot th regardless of
how irrational and unreasonable they

may seem

b) rather than
treat their existence as a problem

c) rather
than try to get rid of them

Deborah MacNamara, PhD
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as
the answer to
dealing with the
things that are
unchangeable or
alarming.

The emotional journey
of resilience
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HELP THAT Is NNOT HELPFUL

* keeping or restoring perspective
* right thinking / being positive
* pursuing happiness
* resisting the ‘let-down’
* acquiring the ‘skills’
o of resilience

* pursuing calmness
& tranquility,

Q

Deborah MacNamara, PhD

5

Provide
to
help them feel
safe and provide a
sense of
continuity.

6
Cultivate

for

dealing with

alarm such as
play or exercise.
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Playing with ALARM

eek-a-boo « rescue play
play

- startle play

+ safe hide-away
\ play
« ambush gamqs « dare games

« ‘tumble’ play

» monsters &

scary creature
play

. safe-at-home play - scary st9r_ie_s, games
and activities
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Use PLAY to recover lost feelings of SADNESS

- through puppets and stories,
to address impediments and
show the way through

- through role play, theatre
& drama where sadness
is ‘not for real’

« using singing to engage
while drawing attention
to charged material

- through melancholy
music or sad stories

- through their identification

and emulation of fictional - .
characters to bring them - |

n the wake of intense and
closer to their tears

xhausting expression of
attacking impulses in play
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Grab the free guide:

SIXATTACHMENT
RITUALS
SIXATTACHMENT RITUALS:

FOR STAYING CLOSE AS

Staying close through the years e di

www.macnamara.ca, Deborah MacNamara, PhD

Counsellor. Educator. Author

Making Sense of
Anxiety in Kids

Deborah MacNamara, PhD
Author. Counsellor. Educator
Vancouver, BC
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