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IF JUST THE THOUGHT OF A STETHOSCOPE MAKES YOUR 
PALMS SWEAT, YOU’VE COME TO THE RIGHT PLACE.
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YYYou’re seated in a fl uorescent-lit ou’re seated in a fl uorescent-lit You’re seated in a fl uorescent-lit YYou’re seated in a fl uorescent-lit Yexam room, waiting for your doctor Yexam room, waiting for your doctor Yto start your annual checkup. The Yto start your annual checkup. The Y
clock ticks loudly, the crinkly paper on the 
exam table scratches the backs of your legs 
and your heart is racing a mile a minute. 
Suddenly, there’s a knock on the door…
and your stomach drops.

Relatable? If so, you’re probably one 
of the 25% of teens who experience fear 
related to health care procedures. “There’s 
something about the medical setting that 
makes us feel exposed, vulnerable and 
unsure of what’s going to happen next. That 
uncertainty alone is enough to spark anxi-
ety,” explains family therapist Sharon Yu.

From nasty needles to uncomfy exams, 
visits to the doctor aren’t exactly enjoyable. 
But putting off checkups because you’re 
afraid of what might happen? Not only can 
it be risky for your physical health (keeping 
up with bloodwork, vaccines and your over-
all wellness is an important part of being 
a teen), but it can actually end up making 
your anxiety worse.

“Avoiding an appointment because it’s 
scary might give you quick relief, but it also 
teaches your brain that it was something 
to be afraid of—so next time, it’ll feel even 
bigger and scarier,” says Megan Collins, a 
therapist who works with teens.

That’s why learning how to manage your 
medical anxiety now is so important. Enter: 
our foolproof tips for facing the fear, no 
matter what spikes your nerves about your 
upcoming appointment.

IF YOU’RE SCARED 
OF NEEDLES…
Getting a shot or a blood draw makes you 
queasy? You may have trypanophobia, aka 
fear of needles. Whether you’re afraid of the 
pain, had a bad experience in the past (like 
fainting after receiving an injection) or sim-
ply can’t stand the sight of a sharp object, 
it’s super common. 

But here’s the thing: You probably *will* 
need to get a shot at some point in your life 
(most colleges require a series of vaccines, 
especially if you’re living on campus). And 
putting off basic annual bloodwork could 
have some serious consequences for your 
long-term health.
THE PLAN: If you know that a needle will 
be involved in your appointment, bring your 
mom, sister or bestie along. Simply having a mom, sister or bestie along. Simply having a mom, sister or bestie along. Simply having a 

hand to hold can give you the confi dence to 
push through.

Also, don’t be afraid to tell the staff that 
you’re nervous. If pain is your main concern, 
call the offi ce ahead of time—you may be 
able to arrive early so a nurse can apply a 
numbing agent. You also could bring along 
a pain-relief device like Buzzy (get one at 
paincarelabs.com), which uses vibration and 
ice to help reduce the sting.

During the actual stick, distraction is 
key: Count the tiles on the ceiling or silently 
recite the lyrics to your fave song. “My go-to 
technique is saying the Pledge of Allegiance 
but skipping every other word,” shares Erin 
K., 16. “It gives my brain something to focus 
on other than what’s happening.”

We’ll be honest: Needles will probably 
never be anyone’s favorite thing. But the 
more you face them—and prove to yourself 
that you can make it through—the easier the 
whole experience will become.

IF YOU’RE WORRIED ABOUT 
FEELING EMBARRASSED…
Whether you’re dreading disclosing your 
digestive issues or cringing at the thought 
of a pelvic exam at the OB-GYN, doctors 
defi nitely have a way of getting all up in 
your business.

“You’re at a stage of life where your 
body is changing and your need for pri-
vacy is growing,” explains therapist Carol 
Calkins. “The exam room is a space where 
someone you barely know is asking per-
sonal questions and examining your body. 
That’s a lot to process.”
THE PLAN: First, remind yourself that it’s 
pretty hard to faze a medical professional, pretty hard to faze a medical professional, 

who does this kind of stuff for a living. So 
as funny as it may feel for *you* to bring up 
bathroom emergencies or vagina questions, 
remember that it’s just another normal day 
for your doctor.

“Once I reminded myself that my derma-
tologist has looked at plenty of old people 
who are saggier and wrinklier than me, I 
felt less self-conscious about getting a skin 
check,” says Alex M., 15. 

Feel free to ask for explanations before 
anything happens, too. “A completely rea-
sonable question is, ‘Can you tell me what 
you’re about to do and why?’” suggests Calk-
ins. Just having your doc walk you through 
the appointment can make it feel less awk.

IF YOU THINK YOUR DOC 
IS JUDGING YOU…
At some point, a doctor is probably going 
to ask you some pretty personal questions. 
While it may just seem like they’re being 
way too nosy, it’s all important data to get 
the most accurate picture of your health.
THE PLAN: It may be tempting, but don’t 
omit info (or, worse, lie) to your doctor. That 
could lead to misdiagnoses, the wrong treat-
ment or skipping over something important 
altogether—which only leads to bigger prob-
lems down the line.

And if a doctor ever makes you feel 
judged, dismissed or uncomfortable about 
something you shared, you have the right to 
leave. “One thing I wish every teen knew is 
that the doctor works for you. If you don’t 
feel comfortable with the doctor or don’t 
feel they’re part of your team, consider get-
ting a new one,” says Collins.
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Try any of these to help keep your cool in the exam room.

Play a brain game. In your head, name 
as many ice cream fl avors as you can, 
think of synonyms for a random word 
or try saying the alphabet backward.

Ground yourself in your senses. Name 
fi ve things you can see, four you can 
feel, three you can hear, two you can 
smell and one you can taste.

Tense and release. Starting with your 
toes and working your way up your 
body, gently clench and release each 
muscle group.

Put on your fave podcast. Or a 
T-Swift album. Or nature sounds. 
Most doctors won’t mind if you 
wear headphones.

Hold something substantial. Even 
better if it has an interesting texture, 
like a piece of bubble wrap, a worry 
stone or even your favorite Jellycat.

Plan your reward for when it’s over.
Just thinking about that iced latte, 
Sephora run or new PJ set can help 
you power through the appointment.

Appointment S.O.S.

  H E A LT H

Try any of these to help keep your cool in the exam room.

 In your head, name 
as many ice cream fl avors as you can, 
think of synonyms for a random word 

Put on your fave podcast. Or a 
T-Swift album. Or nature sounds. 
Most doctors won’t mind if you 
wear headphones.

Hold something substantial.
better if it has an interesting texture, 
like a piece of bubble wrap, a worry 

S.O.S.

Continued on page 76
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Abercrombie & Fitch • abercrombie.com

Adidas • nordstrom.com
AFRM • shopafrm.com
Akira • shopakira.com

A New Day • target.com
Anthropologie • anthropologie.com

Ariel Taub • arieltaub.com
ASTR the Label • astrthelabel.com
Baden Sports • badensports.com

Bag-all • bag-all.com
Banana Republic • bananarepublic.gap.com

Ban.do • bando.com
Bari Lynn • saksfi fthavenue.com

BBBSuppliesCraftShop • etsy.com/shop/
bbbsuppliescraftshop

Beats • target.com
Berricle • berricle.com

Blackwing • mrboddington.com
BlankNYC • blanknyc.com
Blowfi sh Malibu • dsw.com
Bronsino • bronsino.com

Burga • us.burga.com
Casetify • casetify.com

Cinq à Sept • nordstromrack.com
Coach • coach.com

Cognitive Surplus • cognitive-surplus.com
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Crosley • wayfair.com
Daydream Society • daydreamsociety.com

Edge of Urge • edgeofurge.com
Embreigh Edit • target.com

Express • express.com
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Freda Salvador • fredasalvador.com
Gap • gap.com

Gems • target.com
Genuine Fred • genuinefred.com

Gilligan • ebay.com
Gucci • therealreal.com

H&M • hm.com
Hongsui • amazon.com

Inkerie • kikkerland.com
Iperot • amazon.com

Izipizi • izipizi.com
Jansport • jansport.com

J.Crew • jcrew.com
Jen & Co. • jencohandbag.com

Jetech • amazon.com
Joffa • joffa.com

J World • jworldstore.com
Knock Knock • papersource.com

Kule • kule.com
Lamy • lamy.com

Legami • papersource.com
Levi’s • levi.com

LSpace • lspace.com
Lucy Paris • stitchfi x.com

Lululemon • shop.lululemon.com
Lulus • lulus.com

Madewell • madewell.com
Mango • shop.mango.com

Marc Fisher • marcfi sherfootwear.com
Mars The Label • us.marsthelabel.com

Meller • mellerbrand.com
Micas • shopmicas.com

Michaels • michaels.com
Monteau Los Angeles • monteaula.com

Mustard • justmustard.com
Nisolo • dsw.com

Nocturne • nocturnesalem.com
Of Aspen • ofaspen.com

Omy • us.omy-maison.com
Ori London • orilondon.com

Out of Print • outofprint.com
Outsider Supply • outsidersupply.com

Pacsun • pacsun.com
Papier • papier.com

PB Teen • pbteen.com
Phantoscope • walmart.com
Pistola • pistoladenim.com

Prada • therealreal.com
Qiaomlc • walmart.com

Rag & Bone • rag-bone.com
Rifl e Paper Co. • anthropologie.com

RSQ • tillys.com
Schutz • schutz-shoes.com

Sequin • nordstrom.com
Simple Modern • simplemodern.com

Skechers • skechers.com
Spritz • target.com

Stelle • stelleworld.com
Steve Madden • dsw.com
Swig Life • swiglife.com
Takeya • takeyausa.com

The Art File • theartfi le.com
The North Face • thenorthface.com

Tiffany & Co. • tiffany.com
T.J. Maxx • tjmaxx.com

Typo • typo.com
U Brands • offi cedepot.com

Uniball • target.com
Urban Outfi tters • urbanoutfi tters.com

Uyy • amazon.com
Valentina Rangoni • valentinarangoni.com
Virginiabows • etsy.com/shop/virginiabows

Walmart • walmart.com
Wild Fable • target.com

Zara • zara.com
Za Zewelz • zazewelz.com

Zebra Pen • clothandpaper.com
Zipit • target.com
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IF YOU’RE AFRAID TO 
ASK FOR HELP…
There are some things that feel easy to 
talk to a doc about (like a sore throat or a 
sprained ankle). But then there are topics 
that make your stomach somersault. Maybe 
you have questions about birth control or 
are struggling with disordered eating—and 
you’re worried someone else might fi nd out. 
But avoiding the convo will only make it 
harder to get the resources you need.
THE PLAN: Remind yourself that helping peo-
ple through sensitive situations is part of your 
doctor’s job. Don’t worry about having the 
perfect script rehearsed—even starting the 
convo with something like, “This is hard for 
me to talk about” can take the pressure off. 

If part of your stress is worrying that what 
you say will get reported back to your family, 
take a breath. While privacy laws depend on 
your state and the situation, in most cases 
doctors aren’t sharing what you say with your 
parents. To be sure, you can question confi -
dentiality before revealing anything personal 
(asking “Will this stay between us?” is OK).

If your parent insists on coming with you 
to an appointment, try having a conversation 
beforehand. “I really appreciate you looking 
out for me, but I think I’d feel more comfort-
able handling this alone” is a good start.

IF YOU’RE NERVOUS ABOUT 
NOT BEING IN CONTROL…
For a lot of gals, the scariest part of a doc-
tor’s visit isn’t the pain or prodding: It’s being 
told where to sit and what to do. It can feel 
like you have zero say in what’s happening to 
your body. Even small things—like not know-
ing which exam room you’ll be in or what test 
you need—can send your anxiety reeling.
THE PLAN: First, remind yourself that you’re 
not just a passive patient. Sure, your doc is 
leading the appointment, but you’re allowed 
to ask Q’s and make your needs known.

It also can help to go in with a game plan. 
“Being active in your medical care can ease 
some of that fear by empowering you to be 
involved,” says Yu. Jot down Q’s ahead of time 
so you’re not scrambling in the moment.

And think about what would make the 
experience feel more comfortable, whether 
that’s squeezing a stress ball, wearing your 
coziest hoodie or treating yourself to boba 
afterward (highly encouraged). Because the 
more prepared you feel, the less intimidating 
those appointments will be. 

DOCTOR ANXIETY

Continued from page 63
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