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Anxiety and the Gift of Imagination/ 

Stopping the Freak Out!



We ensure the key adult caregiver in a 
child’s life has the tools and resources to 
support and promote their mental well-
being. 

We do this by delivering and implementing 
our psychology-based, proven programs 
and resources through a vast network of 
child-serving community partners across 
Canada.

The Psychology Foundation of Canada

Our Vision

A Canada where every child achieves their optimal mental health

Our Mission

Nurture resilience in children and youth with the use of 

psychological science 



Nurturing Resilience in Children and Youth  

Practical, evidence-based programs spanning critical 

development stages

Birth –

Make the Connection 

Toddlerhood -

Make the Connection

School years –

Kids Have Stress Too! 

Adolescence –

Stress Lessons

Adults –

Stress Strategies



• Registered clinical psychologist in practice since 
1979;

• Consulted to the children's mental health system 
in Toronto and York Region for over 40 years;

• Comprehensive Private Practice offering 
assessment and treatment of children, 
adolescents and adults;

• Taught courses in psychology at York University;

• Author of books including, Anxiety and the Gift of 
Imagination and the Anxiety Workbook for Kids

• Ongoing Trustee with the Psychology Foundation 
of Canada for the past 10 years in a variety of 
capacities.
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Anxiety and the Gift of Imagination/ 
Stopping the Freak Out!



Agenda 

• Clinical Picture of Anxiety

• ABC’s of Mental Health (actions/beliefs/causes)

• Anxiety Imagination Connection

• Helping Anxious Children and Alleviating Anxiety 

• Questions and Discussion 



Definitions

Fear: normal and sensible response to something that 
could realistically cause harm

Important and useful purpose

Important right now for COVID response

Anxiety: Fear response to events or things that are 
NOT dangerous, or much less harmful than the person 
imagines

Claustrophobia- driving on 400, dentist visit

Also in evidence now as people react to worst 
case scenarios rather than reality 

We are being challenged to determine the risk 
factor

Stress: A physiological response to an external threat, 
can be real or imagined. 



Anxiety

• Feelings come from anticipation of danger, 

or something that might happen. 

• Feeling come from replaying past event/ 

what could’ve happened 

• “How much pain has cost us from the evils 

which have never happened,” T. Jefferson

• “You don’t have to believe everything you 

think.”  bumper sticker 

• Fear and Anxiety are both highly motivating 
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What’s the difference between stress 

and anxiety?

A lot of confusion:

• anxiety more akin to fear/stress in response to daily 
pressures

• anxiety has no identifiable root/ stress does

• anxiety is a mental disorder/ stress is not

• stress response dissipates when stressor removed/ 
anxiety stays because stress is not clearly defined
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What’s the difference between stress 

and anxiety?

Similarities:

• Both anxiety and stress driven by same physiological 
processes 

• Both rely on sympathetic nervous system:

o Heart races/breathing rate increases/ surge of 
adrenaline/sweaty palms/ weak knees/ stress 
hormones, etc. 

o Useful to deal with a real threat

• Both rely on parasympathetic nervous system:

o Return to normal stasis

o Vagus nerve calms down heart and breathing (on 
exhale)
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Stress and Anxiety

Similarities

Activate sympathetic n.s. 

Respond to real and 

imaginary

Both useful

Can be short or long term

In real time or anticipatory

Chronic can lead to 

physical problems

Differences

How we label it
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Anxiety and Stress are normal parts 

of life…

• Just normalizing it is a big part of treatment

• Individual needs to learn to identify the anxiety 

state, or stress response/ state of heightened 

arousal…

• And learn how to tolerate some of it and bring 

oneself back to neutral or relaxed state

• Stress and Anxiety are our passports to an 

interesting life

• Many strategies can be useful in this process

• The Psychology Foundation of Canada  

programs for all ages 
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Key features in my clinical model 

• Children’s anxiety is different from adults’

• The connection between imagination and anxiety

• Children’s thinking is different from adults’ –
concrete

• Control – teach children to control their minds, not 
the world or others

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Children’s anxiety is different from adults’ 

• Many more fears and anxieties

• Less experience with the real world

• Less confidence in managing challenges

• Every day is a new experience!

• Children don’t know what’s probable and 
improbable 

• For most it’s something they will get over/ it’s a 
learning experience

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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More differences…

• Younger children are more likely to act out and 

show their distress/ crying/ meltdowns/ express it 

outwardly

• Older children tend to be more internalized/ worry/ 

withdrawn

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



A Walk in the Woods:

• Snakes

• Bugs

• Bees

• Spiders

• Poison Ivy

• Wolves

• Bears

• Wild Dogs

• Lightning

• Getting Lost

• Bad Guys

• Quick Sand

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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A Walk in the Woods:
• Snakes

• Bugs

• Bees

• Spiders

• Poison Ivy

• Wolves

• Bears

• Wild Dogs

• Lightning

• Getting Lost

• Bad Guys

• Quick Sand

• Monsters

• Tigers (in North 
America)

• Dragons

• Evil Witches

• Aliens

• The Bogeyman

• Ghosts

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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19Specific Phobias in my clients   

• Swimming pools

• Animals/dogs

• Dirt

• Washrooms/toilets

• Vomiting

• Fire alarms

• Disasters/ floods, 
thunderstorms, fire, 
tornadoes 

• Flying

• Germs

• Clowns

• Escalators

• Ladders

• Monsters

• Death/ choking, 
heart stopping 

• Bad guys/robbers, 
kidnappers



Hincksdellcrest.org/ABC

https://www.sickkidscmh.ca/abc/welcome

Teacher Resource   Parent Resource



Is it a Serious Problem?

Questions to ask--

• Is this fear age appropriate or not?

• Is your child’s response much stronger than others his/her 
age?

• Is your child missing out on too much because of the 
anxiety?

• Does anxiety cause poor performance?

• Is your child spending a lot of time trying to get you to 
change your plans because of anxiety?

• Is it getting better over time or not?

• (Dr. Robin Alter, 2013)



Normal Anxieties

• Stranger Anxiety– between  6 months to 3 years

• Useful for our survival

• Infants are very interested in faces

• Once reason kicks

• increased cognitive ability

• Child models behaviour 

• of parent

• (Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Normal Anxieties

Separation Anxiety

• Up till age 4 or 5

• Prefer what is known vs unknown

• Most get over it fairly quickly

• Parents need to model appropriate “brave” 
behaviour

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



More Normal Anxieties

Preschoolers-- Imagination kicks in and now can be 

afraid of all kinds of things

• Monsters

• The dark

• Anything large

• Harmful things– bees, falling objects, 

swimming pools, dogs, thunderstorms, 

escalators, bad guys, clowns, etc. 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



More Normal Anxieties

Elementary School:  

• Dangers of the world

• Academic failure

• Social failure

• Bullies

• Family conflict

• Natural disasters

• Death 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



When to seek outside help

• Children can learn to manage normal levels of anxiety and 

with support can learn/ distraction, reassurance from adult, 

modelling from adults 

• Change in personality that persists over time

• Increased irritability and mood swings

• Sense of shame/ hiding

• Listlessness

• Confusion

• Withdrawing from others

• Won’t allow you to be helpful/ withdrawing from parent

• Regressive behaviours 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Key features in my clinical model 

• Children’s anxiety is different from adults’

• The connection between imagination and anxiety

• Children’s thinking is different from adults’ –
concrete

• Control – teach children to control their minds, not 
the world or others

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



What I learned from Melanie
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The Imagination Anxiety Connection

• Piaget/ Harris:  18 months can pretend

• Erickson:  3 is the age of imagination

• Linked to emergence of language 

Dr. Robin Alter, 2020



Connection between 

Mental Ability  and Anxiety 

• We can’t be afraid of something that we can’t 
imagine

• Early experiments with visual cliff

• School begins when children are cognitively, 
emotionally and behaviourally ready

• Have separation and stranger anxiety when have 
object permanence/ peek-a-boo

• Anxiety happens when children are cognitively 
ready to experience it

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Visual cliff illustration33

Visual Cliff  Experiment



Why do we have an imagination?

• Play with possibilities

• Prepare for the future (Harris: imagination and 

early use of language) 

• Escape from unpleasant realities

• How things might have been different

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Why do we have an imagination?

“Children and adults alike have the capacity for 
‘absorption’ in a pretend world…

Once we enter that state of absorption, it is the events 
occurring within the imagined world that drive our 
emotional system.”  

(even if we know it’s imaginary)

…Paul  Harris 

The Work of the Imagination

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Our imagination can either 
work 

for us … 

or 

against us …

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Or against us…







Anxiety and Imagination Connection 

• Not always rooted in reality

• Examples– toilet, storms, escalators, etc. 

• The more vivid your imagination/the more likely you 
are to experience anxiety reactions

• Studies on Presence– video games, who gets 
absorbed in video games/ people with high anxiety 
levels  (S. Bouchard, U of  Quebec) 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)





Key features in my clinical model 

• Children’s anxiety is different from adults’

• The connection between imagination and anxiety

• Children’s thinking is different from adults’ – concrete

• Control – teach children to control their minds, not the 
world or others

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



The visual and action-oriented inner 

life of the child

• Children think less in words and more in pictures and 

visual images.

• Children watch and see much more than they listen 

and hear (Disney/Pixar movies)

• Words are often too abstract and confusing

• Gesturing helps children learn – (especially with masks)

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Kids’ Internal Movies vs. Adults’

• Vivid, highly detailed imaginary world

• As real to them as the real world

• The movies go on for hours or days

• They are the main character!

• When children recount experiences and movies they 
describe it scene by scene

• Greater imaginative capacity than adults…lack adult 
inhibitions

• Less able to differentiate fantasy vs. reality… “How do 
you know?” 

• Get more caught up / adults  censor movies to maintain 
appropriate distance

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Movies in our Minds

• We all get caught up in an engaging movie – gut 
reactions, hearts pounding

• Our emotional systems are stimulated even when it is 
recognized  that we are dealing with fantasy 
material 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Key features in my clinical model 

• Children’s anxiety is different from adults’

• The connection between imagination and anxiety

• Children’s thinking is different from adults’ –
concrete

• Control – teach children to control their minds, not 
the world or others

• (Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Doc Robin’s

4 Steps To Help Children Control Anxiety

1. Position the imagination as a precious gift.

2. Discuss how this gift is a powerful force.  

3. Powerful forces need to be controlled or they 
can have very harmful effects.  

4. Convince them they can do this/ Put the child in 
charge. .  



Helping Anxious Children

1) Position the imagination as a precious gift:

• Makes you special

• Can bring you great joy

• Can make life fun

• The most creative people on earth have it

• Children often much more willing to talk about 
imagination than anxiety 

• Something very right with you!

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Helping Anxious Children cont…

2) Teach the child that this precious gift is a 
powerful force. 

• Powerful forces can bring us great joy or great 

suffering

• The difference between being in charge and being 

passive 

• Motivates them to want to use the tools that are 

available

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Helping Anxious Children cont… 

3) Explain that the force can be controlled: 

• Find other examples of things the child has learned  to 

control

• Useful if it was difficult to learn

• Children understand the need to have mastery/ to be 

in control

• It won’t happen overnight and needs lots of practice 

• A form of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 

• You have a mind, body, emotions, but you are not 

them. Who should be in charge of you, you or your 

mind, body, emotions?

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Helping Anxious Children cont…

4) Convince them that they can do this 

• There are tools that will help

• They have you and parents to help them

• They will come up with their own tools 

• It’s worth it!

• They will need to practice/practice/PRACTICE!! 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Helping Anxious Children 

Some ways of talking about this

• We can change the channel

• Don’t buy a ticket to scary movies– in theatres and 

in minds

• Use your imagination to turn the scary thing into 

something more benign (B. Colorosso)

• Children need to learn to control their 

mind/imagination, not the world or other people

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)
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Teaching Children to Control their 

Imaginations

• Decide what you want your mind to think about– needs 
to be interesting

• Minds abhor boredom and fill a vacuum

• Practice something you want to learn  Motor Imagery 
Training (MIT)

• Minds like to be entertained

• Talk about the imagination– not thoughts or 
problems or traps

• Children are proud of their imaginations and want 
to talk about them

• Ask them to show you what’s going on/ or draw it 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Tools to tame the imagination

• Beware the trap about tools!

• Charts and scales

• “Stand up to the bully in your mind!”

• For competitive kids: fear vs. fun...who will win?

• Be your Fear for Halloween– Be what you fear 
most?

• Magic Triangle– P. Kendall

• Safe Place

• Sing a Happy Song

• Something Physical to Distract You

• Challenge kids to come up with their own solution

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)





Anxiety/Imagination Study 

• Two sites– Hincks-Dellcrest Outpatient Dept., 
Sheppard Site and York Central Anxiety Disorders 
Clinic

• Imagination/anxiety questionnaire was developed 
by Paul Harris and myself

• Clinicians selected clients for the 
experimental/anxiety group or the control group

• Over 400 questionnaires were distributed/100 
returned 



Anxiety/Imagination Study 

24 questions/ 7 subscales+ Means of Expression 

P values

Preferred Activity .098

Sharing .066

Flexibility .556

Control .304

Vividness .005**

Comparison to other children .000**

Parental Attitude or Concern .230



Adults can help anxious children …

• Talk less…Do more

• Think concretely: the worry box, writing things down

• Ask children to draw/laugh at their fears  & monsters 

• Don’t sit and write/ use your hands and body/ act it out/ use 

the board

• Use language concretely

• Avoidance strengthens fear/ exposure weakens it

• Model Bravery/ Teach by Example/ Keep emotional intensity 

low
(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)

)
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Adults helping anxious children…

• Don’t look for the ghosts… Re-focus on what’s real

• Kids don’t see avoidance as a problem. 

• Parents giving in, avoiding fear, reinforces  that 
there’s something to be afraid of.

• Negative reinforcement more powerful than 
positive

• Parents often want to overprotect, remove child’s 
distress/ allow avoidance and escape/ then 
sometimes get angry

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2020)



Summary
• Children’s anxiety is different from adults’

• Many anxiety responses are normal for different stages 
of childhood.

• Evaluate whether professional help is needed/ don’t 
jump to conclusions

• The connection between imagination and anxiety

• Children’s thinking is different from adults’ – concrete

• Control – teach children to control their minds, not the 
world or others

• Doesn’t work with everyone! But when it does, it really 
works well 

(Dr. Robin Alter, 2013)



Dr. Robin Alter

The Promenade Suite 301A

Thornhill, On L4J 4P8 

905-709-2343

robinalter@sympatico.ca

www.docrobin.com
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THANK YOU!

QUESTIONS & 

DISCUSSION


