Coping with a health condition

Information for young people

A diagnosis of a health condition can happen unexpectedly or can feel like a relief after a long time with
unexplained symptoms that have caused you worry. Processing the information can take some time and
lead to difficult thoughts and feelings. Some young people describe the process as like being on an
emotional rollercoaster.

Common emotional responses include:

Denial that anything is
wrong or refusing to

accept the diagnosis. Worrying about the

future - how you'll
cope, how your life may Grieving the
change, how will the loss of normality,

A sense of isolation, 7 -
condition progress? your health, and old life.

feeling cut off from
friends and loved ones
who can’t understand
what you're going
through.

N
Anger or
frustration as you
struggle to come to
——> terms with your
diagnosis -asking
yourself “Why me?”

Feeling powerless, Regret or guilty about things
hopeless, or you've done that you think
unable to look may have contributed to
beyond the worst-case your illness or injury. Shame
scenario. at how your condition

is affecting those around you.

It is important to remember that you are not alone; statistics show that 15—-20% of young people have a
health issue that involves regular treatment or medical care. There’s no right or wrong way to respond
to your condition. We’'re all different, so try not to tell yourself what you should be thinking, feeling, or
doing after a diagnosis. Give yourself time to process the information and be kind to yourself as you
adjust.

Allow yourself to feel: It may seem better in the moment to avoid experiencing your emotions, but they
have important messages for us to listen to. Distractions can be helpful but trying to ignore your feelings
or bottle them up may also make things harder. It’s okay to give yourself space to feel. For example, you
could try to name your feelings, you could write these down or you could talk to someone about how
you are feeling. It’s important to remember that feelings, even intense ones are temporary and will
pass.
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Be patient with the pace of treatment: After receiving a diagnosis, it can take time to work out
treatment options. It's normal to want to find out more about your condition, but it’s important to seek
out information that is from an accurate source or website suggested by your medical team. Turning to
the internet could lead you to wrong information that could make you feel worse.

Reach out for support: Social support can have a huge impact on your mental health when you’re facing
a potentially life changing diagnosis. Having people to lean on is really good for your emotional well-
being. Staying connected to others and continuing to enjoy social activities can make a big difference to

your mood.

Join a peer support group: Facing a health condition can leave you feeling alone and isolated, thinking
that other people can’t understand what you’re going through. A support group can be a safe place to
talk and get coping tips from others who are undergoing similar situations. Below is some feedback from
young people who have attended a support group. There is a suggested support group listed in the
resources on page 4.

Help
understand
my condition

Feel less

lonely Stay
Learn new motivated

ways of
coping

Managing stress: It is understandable that having a health condition may be a stressful experience.
Sometimes, feeling really stressed can even contribute to our health condition or make it harder to
manage it. Therefore, it is important to practice self-care as this can help you relieve worries, tiredness
and boost your mood. The following suggestions can help you to manage stress and improve your
overall health and wellbeing:

e Relaxation: Practicing a relaxation technique such as mindfulness or deep breathing can help you
feel calmer and release tension in your body. An example is the lemon squeeze exercise or there
are apps that have animations and guided mindfulness exercises (see resources on page 4).
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e Pretend you have a lemon in your hand.
- Reach up to the tree and pick a lemon with each hand.
- Squeeze the lemons hard to get all the juice out — squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.
- Throw the lemons on the floor and relax your hands.
- Then repeat, until you have enough juice for a glass of lemonade!

- After your last squeeze and throw, shake out your hands to relax.

e Get enough sleep. A lack of sleep can increase feelings of stress. You can try and
get enough good quality sleep at night by changing your daytime habits.
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Avoid caffeinated Go to bed when Make the bedroom a  Having a calming routine
products before bed you're tired comfortable place before going to bed
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Limit your exposure to Do not nap close Do not watch the Exercise and eat well but not
light in the evening to bedtime clock at night soon before going to bed
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e Be as active as possible: Exercise is a good way to relieve stress and it can leave you feeling more
relaxed and positive throughout the day. Even if your medical condition has limited your
movement, there may still be ways for you to get active. You can get in touch with your medical
team for advice as it is important to pace your activity levels so that you don’t become too tired.
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Suggested resources for coping with your health condition
Please find below a list of resources that other children, young people and families have found useful in
the past. We hope that you find these helpful.

Suggested Apps: Breathing, mindfulness, and relaxation can be useful skills to develop to help you cope
with stress, anxiety, and low mood. These can be practiced with help from the apps below:

App

Helpful for...

Smiling Mind

Age: suitable for all ages
Provides different guided relaxation and mindfulness exercises
Free.

Head Space

Age: older children and adolescents
Provides mindfulness exercises
Has a free trial.

Calm

Age: older children and adolescents
Provides relaxation exercises including a visual aid for controlled
breathing techniques.

Relax Lite

Age: older children and adolescents
Provides relaxation exercises including a visual aid for controlled
breathing techniques.

SMS Connect Group

SMS:CONNECT

Age: children and young people aged 9-17.
Self-Management Peer Support Group for children and young people
living with long-term health conditions.

Follow the link to self-refer:
www.childrenshealthscotland.org/service/smsconnect/
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