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Abstract
Overwhelming challenges in youth program projects (e.g., arts, leadership, 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics [STEM]) can create 
intense anxiety for adolescents that disrupts engagement in their work. 
This study examines how experienced program leaders respond to these 
episodes to help youth overcome anxiety. We conducted semi-structured 
interviews with 27 veteran leaders from high-quality youth programs 
about their experiences with these situations. Programs primarily served 
Latinx, African American, and European American youth (ages 11–18). 
We utilized grounded theory analysis to examine leaders’ descriptions of 
the situations, their strategies, and the goals of those strategies. Leaders’ 
most frequent response was reframing—providing youth new cognitive 
frames to understand anxiety-eliciting situations, reduce anxiety, and 
restore motivation. We identified three types of reframing strategies. First, 
reframing youth’s understanding of their abilities entailed providing youth new 
perspectives for enhancing their conceptions of their competencies in the 
work. Second, reframing youth’s understanding of challenge involved suggesting 
new frameworks for youth to assess and control work challenges. Third, 
reframing emotion involved helping youth understand anxiety as normal and 
as a tool for problem-solving. The findings also suggest these strategies help 
youth learn skills for managing situations that create anxiety in future work.
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During a rehearsal for a high school musical, Amanda experienced a swell of 
anxiety because she doubted she deserved the role, wanted to prove herself, but 
couldn’t get the dance right. She said, “It was just kind of a modge podge of 
crap,” and described experiencing a “breakdown.” She left rehearsal and “hid 
backstage while everyone else was on stage practicing.”

—Larson, McGovern, and Orson (2019)

When teenagers like Amanda encounter difficult challenges during activities, 
it can create intense anxiety that disrupts their engagement in the task and 
makes it hard for them to reengage (Larson, McGovern, & Orson, 2019; 
Maloney et al., 2014; Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012). Evidence sug-
gests that adolescents are more vulnerable to experiencing anxiety than chil-
dren (Larson & Asmussen, 1991) and that teens’ susceptibility to anxiety in 
response to challenging work has been increasing over the last three decades 
(Astin et al., 1986; Eagan et al., 2017). During the same age period, however, 
teens gain capacities to develop knowledge of the abstract and dynamic prop-
erties of emotions, which potentially allow them to better manage emotional 
experiences (Casey et al., 2008; Steinberg, 2014; Zeman et al., 2006). But the 
development of these emotion-management capacities is likely to depend on 
the learning experiences afforded to youth (Zelazo, 2013). It is important 
therefore to understand how educators, coaches, parents, and other mentors 
can respond to teens’ context-driven episodes of anxiety in ways that support 
youth’s work and facilitate their development of emotional knowledge and 
skills. In this research we ask: What strategies do experienced youth profes-
sionals use to respond effectively to adolescents’ experiences of disruptive 
anxiety during challenging activities?

Youth development programs are valuable contexts to examine these 
anxiety episodes and the strategies used by skilled professionals for respond-
ing to them. On the one hand, programs for adolescents often engage them 
in projects with difficult real-world challenges (e.g., creating videos, plan-
ning events, producing a play), which can lead members, like Amanda, to 
have experiences of being overwhelmed by anxiety (Larson, McGovern, & 
Orson, 2019). At the same time, these programs can provide favorable con-
ditions and supports for youth’s project work and for learning to manage 
strong emotions (Larson & Brown, 2007; Rusk et al., 2013). Members are 
typically highly invested in their projects and learning from them; programs 
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generally have a culture that supports learning from mistakes; and youth 
often develop positive mentoring relationships with program staff (hence-
forth: “program leaders”) (Smith et al., 2016). Furthermore, these leaders 
see helping teens overcome obstacles in their projects as part of their job 
(Larson et al., 2016).

In this study, we interviewed veteran program leaders (with four or more 
years of experience) about strategies they had used to respond to a specific 
episode of a teen’s anxiety created by their project work. The goal of the study 
was to examine how these leaders responded to disruptive anxiety in ways that 
facilitated teen’s reengagement in their work. Our analyses identified “refram-
ing” as the most frequent approach employed by leaders, which we defined as 
providing and supporting youth in using a new perspective for understanding 
the anxiety episode. The findings elucidate leaders’ effective use of three 
reframing strategies in response to specific types of youth situations.

Literature Review

Anxiety and Disrupted Motivation

To understand adolescents’ anxiety episodes and educators’ responses, it is 
valuable to draw on what is known about the causes of anxiety and how anxi-
ety disrupts motivation. Anxiety is part of the everyday ups and downs in 
complex work. It can occur when attempts to reach a goal are frustrated 
including from experiences of failure or anticipation of failure (Pekrun et al., 
2009; Stoeber et al., 2014). Self-doubt can contribute to anxiety (Thompson 
& Schlehofer, 2008). In flow theory, anxiety occurs when the challenges a 
person perceives in an activity are significantly above the person’s perceived 
skills: when they are overwhelmed by challenges (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 
Anxiety also can be influenced by anticipated judgment by others, events in 
a person’s life outside the activity, and by dispositional anxiety; however, the 
current research focused on proximal conditions in teens’ projects that con-
tribute to anxiety episodes.

Although moderate anxiety can be beneficial in motivating work (Sweeny 
& Dooley, 2017), strong anxiety can disrupt motivation and engagement 
(Pekrun et al., 2009; Thompson & Schlehofer, 2008). Research points to sev-
eral disruptive mechanisms. Heightened anxiety can interfere with attention 
and performance by using up critical cognitive resources, like working mem-
ory (Moran, 2016; Qin et al., 2009). Anxiety can also fuel negative thoughts, 
rumination, and avoidance behavior (Maloney et al., 2014). Scholars have 
suggested that these mechanisms can create a vicious feedback cycle or “spi-
ral” of anxiety, self-doubt, helplessness, and demotivation (Fisher, 2013). 
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Research suggests that adolescence may be an important age period for learn-
ing to manage this kind of negative emotional experience (Kessler et al., 
2005; Steinberg, 2005).

Projects in Youth Programs as Contexts for Episodes of Anxiety

Two seminal articles on project-based learning in school described how proj-
ects “can create anxieties for students that are difficult to dispel” (Blumenfeld 
et al., 1991, p. 380; Blumenfeld et al., 2006). Compared with the schoolwork 
to which students are accustomed, projects are less structured, more open-
ended and “risky”; and they require students to take greater responsibility for 
directing their work and be creative in solving problems. Students are likely 
to encounter gaps in their knowledge, ambiguous situations, and unfamiliar, 
unexpected challenges. Especially when students are novices in a domain of 
work, they often have inflated expectations and difficulty breaking down 
tasks. Thus, their work can easily be overwhelming. Under these conditions, 
the authors suggest, it is almost inevitable that they will make mistakes, 
encounter setbacks, and have experiences of anxiety and demotivation 
(Blumenfeld et al., 1991, 2006).

Although Blumenfeld and colleagues focused on school projects, these 
same circumstances—complex, open-ended challenges leading to anxiety—
can present in teens’ projects in youth programs (Heath, 1999). Teens often 
conduct projects in domains in which they are novices, and novices are more 
likely to encounter challenges above their skill level (Endsley, 2018). 
Adolescents’ enhanced future time perspective might also raise their anxiety 
about things that can go wrong on their projects (Larson & Asmussen, 1991). 
Indeed, in two studies of high-quality programs, quite a number of youth 
described episodes in which challenges in their work led to anxiety, self-
doubt, and demotivation (Larson, McGovern, & Orson, 2019). The teens’ 
accounts of the causes of these episodes included overestimating their abili-
ties, experiences of failure, lack of control, loss of self-confidence, and being 
in situations they did not understand.

But youth development programs can also provide favorable conditions 
for adolescents’ project work and social-emotional learning from this work 
(Lerner et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2016). First, teens choose programs focused 
on a domain related to their interests (e.g., painting, gardening, service activi-
ties; Akiva & Horner, 2016) and typically become personally invested in their 
projects (Dawes & Larson, 2011). So they may be motivated to overcome 
obstacles. Second, programs intentionally create a low pressure and support-
ive interpersonal environment. Staff of high-quality programs tend to culti-
vate a culture in which teens feel comfortable and safe asking questions, 
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learning from trying new things, and making mistakes (Halpern, 2009; Smith 
et al., 2016). Teens can also form positive collaborative relationships and 
help each other, which may reduce feelings of self-consciousness and help 
them recover from anxiety experiences (Larson, Raffaelli, et al., 2019; 
Markowitz et al., 2014). Third, leaders have the time and flexibility to develop 
positive relationships with youth (Deutsch & Jones, 2008; Rhodes, 2004) and 
teens often come to trust leaders as sources of support and advice (Griffith & 
Larson, 2016; Walker, 2011). Youth report valuing leaders because they pro-
vide truthful feedback and care about them and their projects (Griffith et al., 
2018; Larson & Angus, 2011). These conditions provide important context 
for our inquiry.

We must note that some adolescents recount experiences of anxiety in 
projects that do not lead to a breakdown in motivation like Amanda’s; fur-
thermore, some youth in past research appeared to be able to get themselves 
out of a spiral of negative thoughts and emotions on their own (Larson, 
McGovern, & Orson, 2019). However, in some cases, adult intervention 
appears to be warranted.

Program Leaders’ Role in Helping Adolescents Overcome 
Episodes of Anxiety

There are multiple reasons why an adult might decide to step in to help teens 
reduce their anxiety in these situations. A youth’s limited experience in the 
project domain, knowledge of emotions, and metacognitive skills for manag-
ing complex work may constrain their ability to navigate the situation on 
their own (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). Some teens may employ counterproduc-
tive coping strategies like rumination and avoidance that make it difficult for 
them to break the cycle of anxiety and self-doubt. Furthermore, if a youth is 
so demotivated that they quit the project, it terminates a valuable learning 
opportunity, including learning to manage anxiety.

Program leaders are well-positioned to play a role in supporting youth 
during episodes of anxiety during their projects. They often have expertise in 
the domain of teens’ work, and veteran leaders may have useful knowledge 
from prior experiences with teens’ anxiety episodes. Because youth trust pro-
gram leaders, they may be more willing to talk with them about sensitive 
issues like self-doubt, anxiety, and feelings of failure. Several studies suggest 
that youth programs are contexts in which adolescents learn about emotions 
that arise in their projects (e.g., excitement, anger), and that staff sometimes 
play a coaching role in supporting emotional learning (Larson, 2011; Rusk 
et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2016), but these studies did not focus on how staff 
support teens who are experiencing disruptive anxiety.
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To understand experienced leaders’ strategies for helping adolescents with 
anxiety episodes, in the current study we interviewed a sample of veteran lead-
ers from diverse types of programs. We obtained data through interviews with 
leaders because we wanted to understand their thoughts, goals, and actions in 
responding to youth. Leaders were asked to recount responses to actual situa-
tions of youth anxiety because we believed their accounts of specific decision-
making situations would provide the most useful information for practitioners 
and other adults working with adolescents (Larson et al., 2015).

Method

Sample of Leaders and Programs

Data for this article come from interviews with 27 adult program leaders 
from a larger study who had provided accounts of responses to a teen’s anxi-
ety episode (Orson, 2018). All were experienced leaders. They had a median 
of 12 years working with youth (range: 4–42 years) and a median age of 29 
(range: 24–62), and 21 (78%) were female. Leaders were 52% European 
American, 19% African American, and 11% Latinx, 11% mixed ethnicity, 
and 7% did not answer. Seventeen leaders worked in programs for high-
school-aged youth (14–18 years old) and 10 in programs for middle-school-
aged youth (11–14 years old). In some cases, two leaders came from the same 
program; as a result, the final sample represents 11 programs for older youth 
and nine for younger youth.

The larger study focused on how programs support positive developmen-
tal processes and included 27 diverse leadership, technology, arts, and sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) programs. Program 
selection criteria included features of high-quality programs, such as priori-
tizing positive development, having experienced leaders, and having a low 
youth dropout rate. Program recruitment aimed to achieve approximately 
matched programs for high-school-aged and middle-school-aged youth from 
three locations: two cities and one rural area in the Midwest. Youth in these 
programs were primarily Latinx, African American, and European American. 
In some programs, youth worked alone on parallel projects (e.g., creating 
films, building robots); in others, youth worked collaboratively but often had 
distinct roles.

Procedures

The interviews were semi-structured, utilizing open-ended questions to elicit 
leaders’ accounts of their practices related to youth development. We obtained 
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leader consent following institutional review board (IRB)-approved proce-
dures. Interviewers were trained graduate students, staff, and faculty mem-
bers. At the end of each interview, we paid leaders an honorarium of $30. 
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. At each program, 
we conducted interviews with one to three primary program leaders at four 
points over a full program cycle (typically a school year).

Leaders’ accounts of their responses to youth anxiety and demotivation 
were obtained in the fourth interview, at the end of the program cycle. Leaders 
were first asked to think of a situation in which “A youth’s anxiety or worries 
about a project interfered with making progress.” Then they were asked,

•• “What did you do, if anything, to help them deal with feeling 
anxiety?”

•• “Do you have any personal guidelines for when and how you deal with 
this kind of situation?”1

We asked for a specific example to understand leaders’ specific practices in 
context. The question about guidelines aimed to get leaders descriptions of 
their general practices.

The 27 leaders in the final sample were those who provided complete 
information in response to these questions. Forty-four leaders were inter-
viewed at Time 4, but we excluded leaders who did not answer the question 
(n = 1), said that youth in their program did not experience anxiety (n = 6), 
described a source of anxiety but not their response (n = 3), and described 
ways they tried to prevent youth’s anxiety, but not a response (n = 7).

Analysis

Our goal was understanding how leaders responded to episodes of disruptive 
anxiety in youth’s projects. The analyses were conducted by the first author, 
with periodic reviews of coding decisions with the second author. They 
involved multiple iterative cycles that progressed from open to inductive and 
deductive coding, leading to three hierarchical levels of coding categories 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The unit of analysis for this process was a leaders’ 
response to one anxiety episode, what we called a response case. Each case 
included all transcribed text that described the youth’s experience and lead-
ers’ actions toward and dialogue with the youth about that experience. Across 
the 27 leaders, we identified 51 response cases.

The primary analyses focused on what leaders described doing and com-
municating in each response case. Following Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) con-
stant comparison method, we created and revised coding categories based on 
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careful examination of conceptual similarity of cases. This included evalua-
tion of similarity and differences in leaders’ perception of youth’s psycho-
logical state and the youth’s thoughts and situations in youth’s projects that 
created that state. It also included evaluation of leaders’ actions and dialogue 
with youth in response to youth’s state and situation, and leaders’ stated goals 
for their actions and dialogue (e.g., new ways of thinking they suggested to 
the youth). The resulting coding hierarchy included three levels of codes for 
leaders’ responses to disruptive youth anxiety: overarching categories, strate-
gies, and subforms of the strategies.

We categorized the majority of response cases (n = 29) into one overarch-
ing category: reframing youth’s perspective on their work. This category 
became the focus of the remaining analysis. The second, less frequent approach 
(n = 8 response cases) was facilitating peer support for the anxious youth. 
Although there is evidence that mobilizing peer support may be a valuable 
leader practice (Orson et al., 2020), leaders’ descriptions for these cases pro-
vided limited specific information about their techniques, for example, how 
they recruited peers and whether they coached them on how to support the 
anxious youth. The remaining cases included impelling youth (n = 4), break-
ing down tasks (n = 2), and other (n = 8). The information provided for these 
less frequent categories was insufficient for meaningful analysis.

Within the reframing category, we identified three leader strategies that 
represented distinct leader assessments of the youth’s situation and distinct 
frames and perspectives they provided to youth. These included reframing 
youth’s understanding of: their abilities, the tasks in their work, and their 
emotional experience. For the first strategy, reframing youth’s abilities, the 
coding process also yielded two subforms.

To increase the trustworthiness of this coding, a research assistant was 
trained to independently code all the leader response cases (n = 51) using the 
full codebook, including categories beyond reframing. Using constant com-
parison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), they coded the responses and evaluated fit 
at each level of the coding hierarchy. They met with the first author after cod-
ing half of leader responses and after finishing the second half. During these 
meetings, the research assistant and first author compared their coding, iden-
tified discrepancies, established consensus, and refined definitions for the 
codes (Hill et al., 2005). The research assistant was encouraged to provide 
their own perspectives, and their coding and revised code definitions were 
incorporated into the final codebook.

Below we describe the findings for each category. We use pseudonyms 
for school names, program names, program leaders, and youth throughout 
the article. Since our objective was to understand leaders’ responses in con-
text, for each strategy and subform we provide one in-depth example and 
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one or more shorter examples that illustrate variations in the use of that 
strategy. It is important to acknowledge that although many leaders indi-
cated that their responses were successful in helping reduce the youth’s 
anxiety and helping them resume work on their projects, this outcome was 
not verified by youth. Some leaders reported that they were not sure if their 
response helped. Nevertheless, these are all experienced program leaders 
from high-quality programs, and there is much to learn from their expertise 
(Larson et al., 2015).

Findings

Leaders in the study described responding to situations in which youth’s 
anxiety was substantial. One leader recounted a youth’s emotional state: 
“She turns bright red, gets really nervous . . . just stares [you] back in the 
face . . . she’s just stressed out of her mind.” This anxiety significantly dis-
rupted their work. They felt overwhelmed, helpless, and unmotivated: “I 
can’t do it,” “I just want to give up.”

The main approach leaders reported using with these youth, reframing, 
was aimed at enhancing their understanding and control over factors contrib-
uting to their anxiety and demotivation. Based on our analyses of 29 response 
cases from 20 leaders, we defined reframing as (a) providing youth with new 
perspectives or conceptual tools for understanding the situation in their proj-
ect that created the anxiety and (b) helping youth apply this perspective in 
ways that quelled the anxiety and restored their motivation. The youth’s “sit-
uation” we are referring to here includes not just their objective situation 
(e.g., the specific task a youth is working on), but their subjective perceptions 
of it: their interpretation of the task, assessments of their skills, and expecta-
tions about future trajectories of their work. The goal of reframing was typi-
cally to change subjective misperceptions.

Leaders provided this reframing within two-way conversations in which 
they listened to youth’s accounts of their situations and how they perceived 
them. Leaders then sought to “share some of [my] thinking” and get youth to 
“look at things in [a new] perspective.” Reframing focused on giving youth 
tools and helping them reinterpret, redefine, and incorporate new information 
into how they viewed their situation. The three reframing strategies we iden-
tified aimed to help youth reconceptualize three different contributors to 
youth’s anxiety and demotivation: their understanding of their abilities in the 
work, the challenges of the work, and their emotion. Most leaders (20 out of 
27) used at least one of these three reframing strategies. Six leaders used 
more than one reframing strategy, and four described using at least two strate-
gies for the same situation.
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Strategy 1: Reframing Youth’s Understanding of Their Abilities

In many cases, leaders’ response to youth’s anxiety aimed to enhance youth’s 
conceptions of their abilities (n = 13 leaders, 15 response cases). Leaders 
provided youth new perspectives for understanding their competencies in the 
project work. This strategy was often used for youth whose anxiety was 
related to a drop in confidence and perceived skills, due to feeling over-
whelmed or experiencing setbacks in their work. Leaders provided youth 
with stronger frameworks for evaluating their skills, frameworks that helped 
broaden and build their understanding of their abilities. This strategy took 
two subforms, one focused on reframing youth’s evaluations of their current 
level of skills, the other on helping youth understand how they can raise their 
skill level.

Broadening and building youth’s evaluation of their current abilities. Cathy, the 
program leader for the Douglas Middle School theater program, reported 
using the first form. The troupe was preparing the show Annie for their annual 
spring musical; and Katara, a new program participant, was taking on the 
principal role. Cathy described Katara as “a phenomenal performer . . . She’d 
never done a show—she came out of nowhere with this beautiful voice.” The 
show was 2 weeks away and the youth would be performing for the whole 
school; Cathy thought everything was going well—“It was great, it was 
good.” But Katara was not at rehearsal. Cathy found her in the bathroom with 
tears streaming down her face. “She was freaking out” and was unable to go 
out on stage. She told Cathy, “I’m not good enough. I can’t do it. Why did 
you pick me?” Katara had been doing well so far, but with the show approach-
ing, she had experienced a spiral of anxiety and self-doubt.

Cathy responded to the situation by coaching Katara in using a new per-
spective for evaluating her abilities. She sat down with Katara, explained 
why they had chosen her for the role, and reviewed the many instances in 
which her performances at rehearsals had demonstrated particular skills. She 
used her knowledge as an experienced theater director to “rebuild” Katara’s 
assessment of her abilities based on established criteria in theater. Cathy had 
dealt with similar episodes of anxiety before, “It happens every year.” She 
further explained,

Because in their head they got these ideas where they’ve torn themselves down, 
and you have to be very explicit, like, “Here are these good things you’ve done 
and we—I put you in this role for these reasons.”

Cathy attributed the anxiety episodes to self-deprecating “inner voices” that 
undermine youth’s confidence in their abilities. Research in sports psychology 
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describes how negative self-talk can undermine motivation (Hardy, 2006). 
Cathy’s response aimed to counteract those voices with a broader framework 
based on explicit evidence and established criteria. She introduced a perspec-
tive for self-evaluation that employs grounded appraisals of competencies, 
based on a youth’s record of previously demonstrated skills across many occa-
sions. Cathy reported that after their talk, Katara was “no longer crying and 
feeling a little bit better.” Katara was able to return to rehearsal and continue 
her work. She performed well in Annie and in subsequent Douglas spring 
musicals. Cathy’s reframing appeared to have helped Katara build a stronger 
and more robust perspective of her skills.

Leaders in other programs described using this strategy of broadening 
and building youth’s evaluations of their abilities. Bill at Unified Youth 
reported that members of their leadership program had experiences of anx-
iety and demotivation when they took on a large project. Like Cathy, he 
responded by telling them, “‘Look what you’ve done. You can do this, just 
like we’ve done in the past,’ and [I] remind them that they’ve been able to 
achieve things that they never thought they could before.” Bill countered 
youth’s anxiety by systematically reviewing the record of their past experi-
ences and “feeding that thought process” of evaluating their capabilities 
based on evidence.

Leaders using this first form of reframing youth’s abilities employed their 
greater experience with the project domain to help youth shift their frame-
work for evaluating their skills: from an approach that appeared to be based 
on subjective impressions and feelings to a framework using more objective 
evidence.

Broadening and building youth’s understanding of what they could learn. The 
second form of reframing abilities involved helping youth understand how 
they could overcome their anxiety by raising their skills. Jonathan at the 
STEM program, Urban Farmers, experienced anxiety and demotivation as 
he was trying to tie knots to trellis tomato plants. He would try to tie a knot 
over and over again, but it was not working. The leader, Chase, described 
how Jonathan’s confidence fell each time he failed until “he just didn’t 
believe he could do it.”

Chase responded to Jonathan’s anxiety-eliciting perception of the situ-
ation, by reframing failure as an opportunity to develop his skills. He 
explained to Jonathan, “If [trellising tomatoes] doesn’t go right, it’s fine. 
[You] can keep doing it until [you] get it right.” Chase helped Jonathan 
recognize that this was a situation in which learning was possible. He used 
his gardening experience to show Jonathan that he was learning and mak-
ing progress. Jonathan’s original approach reflected what Dweck (2006) 
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has described as a “fixed mindset,” in which failure is evidence that one 
cannot do something. Chase’s reframing conveyed a “growth mindset”—a 
belief that one’s abilities are malleable and sustained, deliberate effort can 
lead to mastery.

Jade at Reel Makers used a similar approach to reframing youth’s abilities. 
Ariel, who was making one of her first short films, had a disruptive anxiety 
episode when she saw a more experienced youth’s film. She concluded, “My 
video is not as good,” which created a spiral of anxiety and self-doubt. This 
use of social comparison to evaluate one’s abilities is a characteristic of a 
fixed mindset (Dweck, 2006). To counteract it, Jade told Ariel,

Well, you know that this person’s been doing video for a long time. That 
doesn’t mean you’re not capable of doing it . . . It’s about practicing your skills 
set and figuring all that stuff out. But that doesn’t mean what you’re doing is 
bad.

Like Chase, Jade provided Ariel the perspective of a growth mindset. She 
helped Ariel understand that she had already been learning quite a lot; and 
through practice, she could continue to learn and make better videos. She 
helped Arial shift the focus of her self-assessment from social comparison to 
evaluation of how her own skills were increasing and would continue to 
increase with learning. These leaders helped youth address their self-doubt 
and anxiety by expanding their view of their skills to include a future horizon 
of learning.

Conclusion. A key to these leaders’ success in helping youth overcome their 
anxiety appeared to be listening to youth and responding to youth’s experi-
ence of self-doubt. It appeared that, because youth were often trying things 
for the first time, they did not have a stable perception of their abilities, 
which made them liable to be overwhelmed and to question their abilities 
and potentials. Novices in a domain have a limited knowledge base and 
often do not even know what information is important (Endsley, 2018), 
which could make it hard for them to assess their abilities. Leaders used 
their experience and knowledge of the domain to help youth use a perspec-
tive to broaden and build their understanding of their skills. This included 
helping them to more reliably assess their skills using evidence and to rec-
ognize how they can expand these abilities. Leaders’ strategy was to change 
youth’s perspective from one based on subjective impressions, often based 
on youth’s most recent experiences, to a perspective that includes both the 
past and future—a record of what one had achieved before and in the future 
with hard work.
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Strategy 2: Reframing Youth’s Understanding of the Challenges 
in Their Work

Whereas the first strategy focused on youth’s perceptions of their abilities, 
the second aimed to reframe youth’s perception of the tasks they were work-
ing on. Leaders using this strategy (n = 8 leaders, 8 response cases) responded 
to an episode of anxiety by providing youth with new frameworks for under-
standing and controlling the challenges in their projects. As with the first 
strategy, youth felt overwhelmed, but with this strategy, leaders focused on 
the challenges rather than youth’s skills. Their goals with the second refram-
ing strategy were to provide youth new ways of evaluating the difficulty of 
their work and adjusting their expectations and goals to make the work more 
manageable.

Desiree was a program leader for Toltecat Muralists, a graffiti arts pro-
gram. Program members were starting to fill in their sections of a community 
mural they had sketched out on the wall of a building. Delphi, a 16-year-old 
youth was an experienced artist but was new to spray painting. In her section 
of the mural, she was painting a man pushing an ice cream cart. As Delphi 
tried to outline the eyes of the man with spray paint, she could not get them 
the way she wanted and her frustration and anxiety grew. She tried to paint 
the eyes again and again, but the imprecise spray paint stroke did not match 
what she was accustomed to achieving with a pencil or paintbrush. Desiree 
described Delphi’s situation. “She spent a whole two days just working on the 
eyes and getting really distressed . . . She wanted to have the detail perfect.”

Desiree stood with Delphi in front of the mural and demonstrated the use 
of a new way to conceptualize and evaluate her artistic work.

I showed her. “This is spray-paint—it’s not going to be perfect. Walk away 
from it, step back, look at it. Take a picture of it and look at it . . . It’s a little bit 
different. When you are this close to it, you can see all the imperfections, but 
when you take that picture when it is displayed, its perfect.” . . . I let her know 
that is the thing with spray-paint—you kind of have to be okay with imperfection 
. . . As long as you learn how to control and manipulate the paint, you are fine.

Desiree coached Delphi in assessing spray-painting from a different perspec-
tive: the criteria used by graffiti artists. Delphi needed to change her expecta-
tions, be comfortable with imperfection, and focus on what she could 
control—how the man looked from a distance. By re-orienting Delphi, 
Desiree helped her refocus on goals for painting the ice cream man that were 
both within reach and aligned with craft standards. With this reframing, 
Delphi’s anxiety dissipated, and she reengaged with painting the mural.
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Similarly, Larry at On Target, a 4-H STEM archery and riflery program, 
helped a youth refocus on more realistic and manageable challenges. Ericka 
had become skilled with a bow and done well at local competitions, but she 
became extremely anxious when she was accepted to compete at the State 
level. “All those people will be staring at me,” she told Larry. He reassured 
her that this anxiety was normal. Indeed, he described a number of new situ-
ational challenges she will face:

When you go to the State Shoot, look at it this way . . . I would [set your goals] 
a little lower than your 260 average, and go that route because you have 
different weather conditions, you have different backstops, you have different 
people around you, your comfort level’s down a little bit.

Larry employed his knowledge of archery to help Ericka recognize and 
anticipate real-world possibilities experienced by archers at high stakes 
events. These included things she could not control, like weather; also, the 
likelihood that her comfort level would be “down a little bit.” The message 
appeared to be that she should expect some anxiety, but it is part of the chal-
lenges to which archers need to adjust. Within this new framework, Ericka 
could set more realistic goals, making the challenges less overwhelming. 
Larry reported that with these new expectations, Ericka was able to manage 
her anxiety and compete successfully. Both Desiree and Larry provided a 
perspective that incorporated craft knowledge from the project domain, 
which helped the youth set reachable goals that allowed them to reengage 
with their work.

Juanita at Unified Youth described using another example of this strategy. 
Nicolás and Celia were excited about their plan to organize an International 
Day for their community that would involve getting representatives from dif-
ferent parts of the world to talk about their countries. But they started feeling 
anxious as they started to realize how difficult it would be to recruit those 
representatives. Juanita quoted them: “Oh my goodness, this is really big! 
We’re really gonna have to get a lot of people to help us.” Several leaders of 
youth leadership programs reported that youth often created plans that were 
too big, not recognizing how much work was required. Juanita described the 
perspective she provided Nicolás and Celia:

I let them know that we can always change course and nothing is set in 
stone . . . “[I]t’s our group and we’re the bosses and we decide. So, we have 
the power and control to say, ‘Okay, let’s don’t do that now.’” And . . . I 
think when they realize that they can have that choice to say, “This is too 
much,” or “We want to go in a different direction” . . . [It] helps reduce the 
anxiety.
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Like Desiree and Larry, Juanita’s reframing helped youth reset expectations 
in ways that reduced anxiety and increased youth’s control. She communi-
cated to Nicolás and Celia that it is perfectly acceptable for them to cut back 
on their plans.

Conclusion. These youth often were not skilled judges of the difficulty of 
work they were trying to achieve in their projects. As with novices in other 
domains (Endsley, 2018; Ross et al., 2006), lack of experience made it hard 
for them to anticipate all the obstacles and twists and turns associated with a 
course of action they had chosen. Leaders provided perspectives that helped 
youth incorporate new information, understand what they can control, and 
better evaluate their goals (e.g., standards used by graffiti artists; conditions 
that would make archery performance as State more difficult). With this con-
ceptual tool, they helped youth adjust their goals and self-expectations based 
on the broader perspective; this included giving youth permission to scale 
back a major event they were planning. Across situations, this second strat-
egy was aimed at helping youth better understand and manage unfamiliar 
challenges so that they felt in control and that success was within reach.

Strategy 3: Reframing Youth’s Emotion

Leader’s third strategy focused on reframing youth’s experience of strong 
emotion (n = 6 leaders, 6 response cases). It aimed to help youth understand 
that although their anxiety may be distressing, it is not a reason to give up: 
Anxiety is a normal experience in difficult work. Furthermore, leaders com-
municated that anxiety and worry can provide important information—dis-
cussing the causes of anxiety can be a valuable entry point for identifying 
and problem-solving. When used, this third strategy typically came before 
other strategies.

Vivian from Robotronics described using this emotion-focused strategy. 
The 11- to 14-year-olds in the program were designing and building cata-
pults. Mateo was struggling with his catapult and become so frustrated that he 
stopped working—and hid his catapult so no one would see it. Observing his 
distress, Vivian found a private spot to talk with Mateo where he could feel 
safe discussing what he was experiencing:

I want to be sure to let the student know that I’m there for them, and that I’m 
not there to judge them . . . I try to stay calm, keep the student calm, and just be 
patient and work slowly with them.

She conveyed that his anxiety about his work was normal. Vivian employed 
the anxiety as an entry point for this problem-solving: “I sat down and talked 
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[with him] about why he was feeling that way.” Like other leaders, she aimed 
to help Mateo use his anxiety to focus his attention on specifics of the situa-
tion causing it. Research in psychology finds that emotions (e.g., guilt, joy, 
anger, anxiety) alert people to valuable information about situations, infor-
mation that can be used constructively (Baumeister et al., 2007; Reyna & 
Farley, 2006). Mateo opened up and talked through his frustrations with his 
catapult. Then, Vivian “helped to show him different steps and give an exam-
ple of how to complete the project.” She helped Mateo reframe his anxiety as 
normal and as a useful tool for problem-solving.

Angela, at the leadership program Project Connect, described how she 
helped her younger youth use their anxiety for problem-solving.

Usually, if you dig deep and say . . . “What part of this is bugging you? What 
part of this seems hard or what worries you about this?” And based on what the 
response is . . . see if there is something can realistically be done . . . Sometimes 
just talking about things, they work out their own solutions.

She primed youth to think through their worries. This and other examples 
suggest that when leaders provide this priming youth often took over prob-
lem-solving on their own. Research on emotions recognizes that different 
emotions have distinct functional effects on arousal, motivation, attentional, 
and thought processes (Fischer & Manstead, 2016). Studies indicate that 
people can “harness” anxiety to reflect constructively on possible negative 
outcomes from a course of action and develop plans that avoid those actions 
(Norem, 2001, p. 80).

The third example illustrates emotion reframing in a situation where an 
older youth experienced an intense anxiety episode. Members of Reel Makers 
were making their own films. Allie was highly engaged, but one of her actors 
quit after they shot hours of footage but before they had finished. Tyler 
reported that since Allie could not complete her story, her motivation col-
lapsed: “I just want to give up. I want to scrap the whole thing.” Tyler 
responded by first normalizing and validating her distress: “This is not the 
end of the world. This is serious, but you are physically okay, so let’s work on 
the emotional place you are in.” He described helping Allie “de-escalate 
emotionally . . . to get to a place where [she could] access those rational, more 
creative problem-solving skills.”

As Allie recovered from the intense emotion from the setback, Tyler began 
to help her focus on the causes of anxiety if she reengaged with her film. He 
explained to her that, “because there are so many different variables . . . 
there’s a need for really active problem-solving skills.” As they talked about 
options for going forward, he drew on the two other reframing strategies. He 
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helped reframe her perception of her abilities, showing her that she had the 
needed “problem-solving skills” by reviewing her previous filmmaking 
achievements. He helped her reframe the challenges in her work, showing her 
how she could use the footage she had to attain a reachable goal with her film, 
reassuring her that “there’s absolutely a way to work with what you have and 
create something in the spirit of that story.” Through these different frames, 
Tyler introduced ways for Allie to regain control and manage her anxiety.

Allie completed the film. Using her own frames, she had carried on the 
problem-solving on her own, long after her discussion with Tyler. Allie 
reported that this experience was “a good thing because the next time [it hap-
pens] I’ll be able to control it, and I won’t be too nervous.” This suggests she 
had learned how she could manage similar situations in the future.

Intense anxiety can create avoidance (Maloney et al., 2014) or maximize 
attention on threats to a goal but usually with the loss of control over one’s 
attention (Eysenck et al., 2007). The loss in efficiency of the goal-directed 
attentional system may be difficult to overcome. Leaders’ approaches 
included normalizing the experience, helping youth calm intense distress, 
and mobilizing problem-solving skills. When youth are ready, leaders help 
them capitalize on the potential for focused attention—to use the anxiety 
and worry for problem-solving on the challenges in their work. In an analy-
sis of a similar case example of anxiety, Rusk et al. (2013), suggested that 
a program leader’s strategy was to shift a youth’s attention from an initial 
reaction—in which attention may focus on fear of failure and avoidance—
to a process of challenge appraisal, in which attention is focused on prob-
lem-solving. Not every youth in this subset experienced extreme disruptive 
anxiety; many seemed to benefit from leaders helping them to use anxiety 
for problem-solving.

Discussion

Anxiety can be a significant problem that disrupts youth’s motivation and 
threatens youth’s completion of projects. The anxiety episodes youth experi-
ence in projects are partly due to encounters with difficult tasks, setbacks, and 
unknowns in their work (Larson, McGovern, & Orson, 2019). The anxiety 
appears to be exacerbated by subjective processes: exaggerated fears of fail-
ure, self-deprecating “inner voices,” social comparisons, and unrealistic 
goals. The objective of this exploratory study was to identify how experi-
enced youth program leaders help teens overcome these anxiety episodes. We 
studied retrospective accounts from 27 veteran program leaders supervising 
youth-led projects. Analysis of these accounts suggests effective strategies 
that leaders employ. In the discussion section, we review these strategies, 
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discuss what makes them effective in addressing anxiety episodes, and sug-
gest how they may support youth’s learning of skills for self-management of 
challenging work.

Reframing Youth’s Experience of Being Overwhelmed by 
Emotion

A central finding was that leaders’ main strategy for assisting youth was 
“reframing”—providing youth with new perspectives for understanding the 
anxiety and gaining control over it. Reframing appeared to occur within two-
way conversations that included leaders’ listening to youth’s experiences, 
diagnosing its sources, and responding accordingly. Reframing entailed 
offering youth knowledgeable frameworks and conceptual tools to help them 
reinterpret how they viewed their situation. Leaders gave youth perspectives 
for understanding their work in more useful ways: that were evidence-based, 
employed craft knowledge, and provided new means to evaluate their skills 
and the challenges in the work. In most cases, these perspectives helped 
youth overcome their anxiety.

Three Strategies for Enhancing Youth’s Control

Although reframing emotions (Strategy 3) was the least mentioned reframing 
strategy, it often came before the other two, as a response to youth’s experi-
ence of disruptive project-driven anxiety. This strategy framed youth’s anxi-
ety as a “normal” feeling—as a psychological state that is a natural response 
to certain types of situations. As intense distress dissipated, these leaders then 
framed anxiety as a tool youth can use for problem-solving. Leaders coached 
youth on harnessing their anxiety to think about why they are anxious: What 
is “bugging you?” What seems hard? And how can you address that issue? 
Reframing youth’s anxiety appeared to empower youth by helping them, 
first, to reinterpret anxiety as an informative cue in difficult work and, sec-
ond, to reappropriate it as a functional state-of-mind that can help one direct 
attention to constructive worry and problem-solving the unknowns.

The reframing in Strategies 1 and 2 provided youth with cognitive frames 
and tools for gaining a more realistic understanding of the work itself, specifi-
cally of their skills and the challenges in their work. Leaders offered perspec-
tives grounded in appraisals of youth’s past accomplishments and informed by 
craft knowledge and standards. Strategy 1 involved providing youth with tools 
for broadening and building their understanding of their skills: either by evalu-
ating their skills based on a systematic assessment of past achievements or by 
adopting a growth mindset for learning. Strategy 2 involved providing youth 
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with frames and tools to adjust—often lower—goals so that the challenges a 
youth is facing are realistically fit to their skills.

By “realistic” we do not mean to suggest that these assessments and fit-
ting were precise. Evaluating a person’s skills for addressing challenges in 
work ahead involves estimates. There are uncertainties that leaders need to 
take into account. Will Katara have the mettle to perform in front of a live 
audience? How easy will it be for members of United Youth to recruit the 
speakers they want? Ideally, these assessments also recognize subjective 
sources of bias that distort estimates (e.g., inflated expectations, fear of fail-
ure that erodes confidence)? We suggest these experienced leaders were 
coaching youth on these abstract metacognitive concepts because they have 
proven valuable in the past to helping youth overcome and avoid anxiety 
episodes. Applying grounded “realistic” assessments is likely to be more 
effective than relying on ungrounded assessments. These grounded assess-
ments, we believe, are helpful tools for youth to address causes of their anxi-
ety. Let us take this further.

Importantly, both Strategies 1 and 2 often appeared to be aimed at creating 
a situation in which youth experience their skills as matched to the challenges 
they are working on. Many motivation theories recognize that experiencing 
challenges matched to skills creates an experiential “sweet spot” that not only 
reduces disruptive anxiety but also creates favorable conditions for sustained 
motivation (Kaplan et al., 2012). Research on flow theory indicates that this 
matching creates a “channel” in which people are likely to experience the 
psychological state of “flow,” which includes the experience of self-reward-
ing engagement, deep attention, and optimal functioning in challenging work 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Fong et al., 2015; Keller et al., 2011). By helping 
youth raise and more realistically assess their skills (Strategy 1) and adjust 
challenges to be reachable (Strategy 2), our leaders were helping youth 
achieve conditions for experiencing sustained intrinsically motivated engage-
ment. Leaders’ reframing involved coaching youth on the use of a metacogni-
tive framework (matching skills to challenges) that is empirically related to 
sustained motivation and engagement.

Helping Youth Learn to Regulate Their Anxiety and Motivation

By coaching youth on the use of these frameworks, we further suggest, lead-
ers were helping them practice and learn skills to regulate their emotion and 
motivation in complex work. Leaders were providing assistance that lever-
aged adolescents’ new executive capacities for conceptualizing abstract emo-
tional processes and for integrating multi-dimensional representations of the 
self and complex situations (Dumontheil, 2014; Nook et al., 2018; Pasupathi 
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& McLean, 2010). Reframing by leaders helped at least some youth learn to 
reframe for themselves. As already described, Tyler’s reframing conversation 
with Allie helped her overcome her anxiety about her film and complete it. 
She reported learning from the experience that “next time . . . I’ll be able to 
control it, and I won’t be too nervous.” Some leaders indicated that their 
coaching helped youth learn skills to manage anxiety and reengage with their 
work. Given limits on these findings, further evaluation and testing is needed.

Limits and Future Research

We highlight several research directions for understanding youth’s project-
driven anxiety episodes and leaders’ role. The current study is limited by its 
use of retrospective data, obtained from leaders’ point of view. Future studies 
should include observations in real-time and accounts from youth. Additional 
information that could contribute to understanding anxiety episodes include 
data on how youth experience anxiety and how episodes are influenced by 
other factors (e.g., youth trait anxiety, risk-taking, prior experience with the 
work). Future research should also examine how the nature of anxiety epi-
sodes and appropriate response strategies may differ for youth whose anxiety 
episode is related to a mental health condition. Future studies should also 
gather data on youth outcomes in response to specific leader reframing strate-
gies. Further research is needed to understand differences in anxiety episodes 
for younger and older teens, leaders’ adaptation of reframing strategies to the 
two groups, and what the two groups are able to learn.

There is also more to learn about leaders’ responses to youth’s emotional 
experiences. Leaders reported that it was often difficult to diagnose youth’s 
anxiety because they did not directly express it. Future research should focus 
on identifying cues, signs, and symptoms that can help adult leaders detect 
youth’s anxiety and respond appropriately. Another issue is when and how 
leaders should respond when youth’s emotions are so intense that they shut-
down. Furthermore, as youth’s strong emotions subside, how do leaders help 
youth transition to problem-solving? An additional question is, how do lead-
ers know when to use a skills-focused (Strategy 1) versus a challenge-focused 
approach (Strategy 2)? Finally, although reframing was the most frequent 
response to youth’s anxiety episodes, it was not the only one; other strategies, 
such as facilitating peer support, need to be studied.

Implications for Practice

Although these findings are incomplete, they suggest several preliminary rec-
ommendations for practice:



Orson and Larson 21

1. Youth’s encounters with disruptive project-driven anxiety present 
program leaders with complex situations. Staff can benefit from train-
ing that gives them a toolbox for responding flexibly to intense emo-
tion and the many different factors shaping the situation.

2. Project-Based Programs should cultivate a program culture in which 
emotions are expected, validated, and discussed—in which youth’s 
episodes of frustration, anxiety, and self-doubt are seen as learning 
opportunities.

3. Anxiety is often created by youth experiencing overwhelming chal-
lenges in their projects. A key point is that youth’s anxiety may 
stem from assessments of the challenges—and their abilities—that 
are not well-grounded. Important tasks of leaders are helping youth 
reframe challenges to make them manageable and to be realistic in 
appraising their abilities, including recognizing that they can learn 
new skills.

4. Cultivating leaders’ strategies for responding to anxiety can contrib-
ute to a larger goal of helping youth develop an awareness of emo-
tional processes and self-regulation strategies.

Conclusion

Rates of anxiety have been increasing among U.S. teens. From 1986 to 2017, 
their reports of feeling overwhelmed by work have increased from 17.5% to 
40.8% (Astin et al., 1986; Eagan et al., 2017). The findings of the current 
study show how, through sensitive conversations, program leaders coach 
youth in using metacognitive frameworks for understanding and controlling 
project-driven anxiety. As novices in their work, youth are often not able to 
look beyond their immediate failure, break out of rigid perceptions of their 
challenges, and step back from their experience of anxiety. The frames lead-
ers help youth use contextualize failure as a step in a trajectory to success, 
increase flexibility in how they could view challenges, and connect the expe-
rience of anxiety to causes and solutions. Leaders also can help youth recog-
nize anxiety as information, make more realistic assessments of their skill 
levels, and adjust challenges in the activity to match their skills. These find-
ings suggest ways in which adults in other roles (e.g., educators, parents) can 
help youth who are engaged in difficult work learn capacities for managing 
their anxiety and motivation.
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Note

1. For leaders in the first four programs in the study (all programs for older youth), 
leaders were asked to think of a situation in which “A youth is anxious or lacks 
the confidence to do what he or she needs to do.” They were then asked to 
describe what they did. The revised wording reported in the text was used for the 
remaining 23 programs.
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