
Worry and the Brain- The Meerkat, Elephant and Owl

When working with children and young people who are worried or experiencing anxiety it can help talking about how the brain develops and responds when we are feeling worried or anxious.  
There are 3 areas of the brain related to worry and anxiety, which are the amygdala, hippocampus and the prefrontal cortex; in more child friendly terms we refer to these as the meerkat (amygdala), the elephant (hippocampus) and the owl  (prefrontal cortex).
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The Meerkat (Amygdala)

The amygdala is primarily responsible for processing emotions. It is one of the first parts of the brain to develop while in utero and is especially important to the responding of threats and the processing of fear. When responding to threats it provides our fight, flight and freeze responses. Meerkats are associated with being tense and always on the lookout, and this is why the amygdala is referred to as the meerkat. 

Unfortunately, our meerkat can sometimes set off false alarms and in response trigger problematic reactive behaviours. Additionally, if our meerkat is constantly running, it will drain us of our energy, stop us from learning effectively and prevent us from making sensible decisions. 

The Elephant (Hippocampus)
The hippocampus works alongside the amygdala in creating and recalling emotional memories for example how things, people and experiences make, or have made, us feel. There is a saying that ‘elephants never forget’ and this is why we refer to the hippocampus as the elephant part of the brain.  
The Owl (Prefrontal Cortex)
The prefrontal cortex is connected with logic, reasoning and our language and social skills and does not finish developing in men until their early 30s and women in their late 20s. It is referred to as the owl part of the brain because an owl is associated with being wise and calm. The owl regulates us to use reason and logic to make decisions and problem solve and helps us to balance our thoughts with our emotions. 

These different animals, or parts of the brain, will be in charge at different times. For example, if a child is having a meltdown in class (and their amygdala is in control) you will not be able to reach the owl part of their brain. The child will likely only respond to the tone of your voice and physical reassurance until their meerkat feels safe. That is why reflection is good after an event, when the owl is back ‘online’. 
An example of how this can be used to explain anxiety

A child tells you that they do not want to come in to school. When you talk a bit more about this, they tell you that they worry that something may happen to their mother after they leave her. Their mother had a car accident a couple of weeks ago when they were at school and they have found this really upsetting.  

Using the analogy described above, we can see that when they are getting ready to go to school, their elephant reminds the meerkat that their mother had an accident before and how it made them feel; they get physical feelings of sweating and nausea (fight and flight reflex). They think that the answer is not to go to school so their mother doesn’t have to drive. When the meerkat is in control of the brain’s processing of emotions, the owl is not yet able to think about this more logically. A more logical response might be that their mother has driven lots of times before when they have been at school and has not come to harm at any other time- when they are calmer and their meerkat is no longer in control, you can help them to see this.  
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