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[bookmark: _Toc215313699]Research Topic: Early warning signs of anxiety disorder in children
[bookmark: _Toc215313700]Introduction
Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental-health challenges experienced by children. While occasional worry or stress is a normal part of childhood, an anxiety disorder involves persistent, excessive fear or distress that interferes with daily functioning and exceeds what is expected for a child’s developmental age (Smith and Brown, 2021). Early identification is crucial because anxiety that begins during childhood often continues into adolescence and adulthood if not properly addressed. Untreated anxiety can lead to long-term emotional, behavioural, academic, and social difficulties.
Research suggests that the median age of onset for anxiety disorders is around six years old, indicating that symptoms frequently emerge early in life (Pettitt et al., 2022). Different forms of anxiety appear at varying ages; for example, separation anxiety disorder typically begins around age eight, while social anxiety disorder often emerges around the age of twelve. Generalised anxiety disorder (GAD) presents across childhood with symptoms such as excessive worry, irritability, fatigue, sleep disturbances, and concentration difficulties. Early recognition by parents, teachers, and healthcare professionals is essential for effective assessment and timely intervention, preventing symptoms from escalating over time.

[bookmark: _Toc215313701]Problem Statement
There is no single cause of childhood anxiety. Instead, a combination of biological, psychological, and environmental factors contribute to its development. Some children are naturally more sensitive or reactive to stress, making it more difficult for them to cope with everyday challenges. A strong family link has also been identified; children with parents or relatives who have experienced anxiety are more likely to develop anxiety themselves, suggesting a genetic and learned behavioural influence (NHS Inform, 2023).
Environmental experiences can also play a significant role. Stressful life events—such as parental conflict, illness within the family, academic pressure, frequent changes of home or school, bullying, or friendship issues may overwhelm a child’s ability to cope. While some children manage a single stressful event well, others may struggle significantly when faced with multiple stressors or traumatic experiences. Children may also become anxious when supporting a sick family member or when routines change suddenly. If early symptoms are not identified and managed, anxiety disorders that begin in childhood may continue into adulthood, affecting long-term wellbeing and mental health outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc215313702]Justification
Recognising early warning signs of anxiety in children is essential for timely support and prevention of more severe mental-health issues. Symptoms such as ongoing worry, irritability, avoidance behaviours, sleep problems, headaches, or stomach aches can easily be overlooked or mistaken for typical childhood behaviours (NHS, 2022). Given that an estimated 1 in 5 children now experience a mental-health disorder, early identification has become increasingly important.
Timely recognition enables parents, teachers, and healthcare professionals to provide early reassurance, implement coping strategies, and seek professional support where necessary. Identifying early signs can also reduce the duration and severity of symptoms, helping children maintain their emotional, social, and academic development. For these reasons, research into early detection and parental understanding of anxiety is both meaningful and timely in improving child mental-health outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc215313703]Information Sources and Justification
This research will draw on a combination of peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, government and NHS health guidelines, and insights from parents, teachers, and clinicians who work closely with children. Academic and clinical literature provides evidence-based knowledge about early symptoms, associated risk factors, and effective interventions. Professional guidance from organisations such as NHS, NICE, and public-health agencies provides validated recommendations for early identification and management. Parental and teacher perspectives will offer practical, real-world insight into how early symptoms manifest in everyday environments. These sources ensure that the research is grounded in reliable, credible information.
[bookmark: _Toc215313704]Task 2: Research Methodologies
[bookmark: _Toc215313705]Give a brief overview of quantitative and qualitative research.
Quantitative research involves collecting numerical data to measure patterns, test hypotheses, and identify relationships between variables. It typically uses structured methods such as surveys or questionnaires and allows researchers to generalise findings across larger populations (Davey et al., 2022).
Qualitative research focuses on understanding experiences, feelings, and perspectives in depth. It uses methods such as interviews, open-ended questionnaires, observations, or thematic analysis to explore how individuals make sense of their experiences (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Both approaches provide valuable but different insights. Quantitative methods reveal trends and frequencies, while qualitative methods help explain why and how certain experiences occur.

[bookmark: _Toc215313706]What type of research methodology will you use for your research and why?
This study will use a qualitative research methodology, as the aim is to explore parents’ personal experiences of recognising early anxiety symptoms in their children. Anxiety often presents through internal feelings and behaviours that cannot easily be measured numerically, making qualitative research the most suitable approach.
Semi-structured interviews or observations with parents and caregivers will allow participants to describe their observations, thoughts, and emotional responses in detail. This format also provides flexibility, enabling the researcher to ask follow-up questions and explore emerging themes. The data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method, to identify common patterns in how parents understand and respond to early anxiety symptoms.
Primary qualitative data is valuable because it captures genuine, first-hand experiences, offering insights that secondary sources cannot fully provide (Fuggle et al., 2018; Ajay, 2023).



[bookmark: _Toc215313707]Task 3: Data Collection 
[bookmark: _Toc215313708]Overview of primary and secondary data collection
Primary data is first-hand information collected directly by the researcher for the purpose of the study. Examples include interviews, focus groups, observations, and questionnaires. Primary data is specific to the research aim and provides original insights.
Secondary data refers to information previously collected by other researchers or organisations. This includes academic articles, reports, books, and government statistics. Secondary data helps to build background knowledge, support the literature review, and validate findings.

[bookmark: _Toc215313709]What form of data will be used to address your research problem, and why?
This research will use both primary and secondary data.
· Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with parents or caregivers. This method allows participants to express their understanding of early warning signs, the challenges they face, and how they interpret their children’s behaviours. This approach is appropriate because anxiety symptoms in children often involve personal narratives and emotional experiences that cannot be captured numerically.
· Secondary data such as academic journals, NHS guidelines, and existing psychological research—will be used to support the analysis and provide evidence-based context. Secondary literature will help identify established symptoms, risk factors, and early-intervention strategies.
By combining both data types, the research achieves a comprehensive understanding of early childhood anxiety.



[bookmark: _Toc215313710]Conclusion
This research emphasises the importance of identifying early warning signs of anxiety in children so that effective support and intervention can be provided as early as possible. A qualitative approach allows deeper exploration of parents’ experiences and the ways in which they recognise and interpret their child’s anxiety. By combining primary insights with evidence from secondary literature, this research aims to improve understanding, guide early intervention, and support professionals and families in addressing childhood anxiety. Ultimately, early recognition can significantly reduce the severity and duration of symptoms, promoting better long-term mental-health outcomes for children.
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