
Raising Resilient Adolescents:

Approaches from Positive Psychology

St. Patrick’s Grammar School

FIONA FORMAN
B.ED., M.SC. APPLIED POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

22-9-22



Welcome!

 Thank you so much for the 

opportunity to present this evening!
 Absolutely delighted to 

connect with St. Patrick’s again

 Resilience is a priority now 

more than ever in this 

challenging time

 We will be using the chat 

function afterwards & the slides 

will be available
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Welcome!

Resilience is one of the 

greatest gifts you can give 

your child!

With the added stresses of 

recent times, it is more 

important than ever.

Good news – these stresses 

and challenges can actually 

build their resilience!
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Personal 

Introduction
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OPENING QUOTES



Session Overview

Overview of Positive Psychology, 
Neuroscience & Wired for Well-Being

Current challenges facing our teens 

Resilience – what & why?

8 Resilience Skills – focus on 3



The Science of Well-Being





Neuroscience
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Neuroscience: 

Study of the brain and nervous system

Neuroplasticity:

The structure of  brain is continuously 
changing throughout life, through our habits, 
thoughts, emotions and behaviours 

Individuals have the capacity to shape this 
process in a dynamic way – ‘feel-good’ 
neurotransmitters



Aims: 

To increase students’ well-being, resilience and self-

efficacy

To empower students to become active participants 

in nurturing their own well-being 

To introduce students to a wide array of evidence-

based skills from Positive Psychology and 

neuroscience

Wired for Well-Being



Wired for Well-Being





Why? 

Recent Challenges

Adolescence – already a time of change and challenge 

Challenges  - social distancing, lockdown, less opportunities to socialise, 
coping with threat & uncertainty …. posed by the pandemic resulted in 
increased levels of

 restlessness

 anxiety

 irritability

 separation anxiety 

 inattention 

Idoiaga et al., 2020; Jiao et al., 2020; Orgiles et al., 2020; Pisano & Galimi, 
2020
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10541373211047191
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10541373211047191
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10541373211047191
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10541373211047191


Why?

Helping young people to deal with the challenges associated with the pandemic 

can lead to

‘personal growth and development, which in turn reinforces a sense of 

competence and acts as a protective factor for coping with stressors in the 

future.’

Jones, K., Mallon, S., & Schnitzler, K. (2021). A Scoping Review of the Psychological and Emotional 

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Children and Young People. Illness, Crisis & Loss, 

10541373211047191.
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We can’t fix everything for our kids!

Don’t underestimate the power of 

listening and nurturing, your time 

and attention – comforting, 

encouraging, supporting, 
validating……



”

“ Maintaining communication with parents strongly 

influences adolescents' emotional well-being. 

"Spending the time just talking" with  adolescents was 

shown as one of the strongest predictor for high life 

satisfaction.

OECD 2017a; Morgan et al. 2007

Colleen McLaughlin
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Current Challenges

Unfortunately, statistics show that our young people were 
already struggling in terms of their well-being & resilience

Worrying statistics:

By age 13 years, 1 in 3 young people in Ireland is likely to 
have experienced some type of mental health difficulty. 

By the age of 24 years, that rate will have increased to over 1 in 
2.

Cannon,  Coughlan,  Clarke, Harley, & Kelleher,  2013



Why? 

No general consensus

A number of factors and recent 

changes to children’s lives – any 

thoughts?

Genetic predisposition

Adverse life circumstances

Trauma



Current Challenges

Social media (leading to 

unfavourable social comparison)

2/3 of children said they wished it 

didn’t exist 

56% - on the edge of addiction

(Digital Awareness UK, 2017)

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017
/oct/05/growing-social-media-backlash-
among-young-people-survey-shows

Unrealistic images of perfection in 

the media – fear of being ‘ordinary’ 

Increased pressures and choices for 

young people

Technology/ digital age – over 

exposure to disturbing news, no 

down time, over-stimulation

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/oct/05/growing-social-media-backlash-among-young-people-survey-shows


Self-esteem movement:

 Linked to decreased resilience in children, as the emphasis on 

avoidance of negative feelings such as disappointment, means 

that children don’t learn how to cope with them in a safe way. 

 Authentic self-esteem is not ‘bestowed’ on children, it is built 

through experience and dealing with challenges

Seligman, 2007; Storr, 2017

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/david-sack-md/children-self-
esteem_b_1822809.htm

Current Challenges

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/david-sack-md/children-self-esteem_b_1822809.htm


Current Challenges 

 Encouraging news!

 Promoting young people’s well-being in order to enhance their 

emotional and social competence is an important measure in the 

prevention of such difficulties

 Giving them a sense of belief in their own ability to cope with 

challenges is a key factor

O’ Connell, Boat & Warner, 2009



Resilience

 What comes to mind when you think of 
the word ‘resilience?’

 ‘The capacity for positive outcomes 
despite challenging or threatening 
circumstances’ (Egeland, 1993)

 The belief in your ability to cope with, 
and adapt to, difficult and challenging 
events

 A process which evolves over time and 
can  involve different steps or stages

 Not about being tough or immune to 
strong emotions such as sadness, grief 
or disappointment – working through 
them, expressing them & processing 
them in a healthy way

 We are all more resilient than we think

 Activated and nurtured at times of 
stress and challenge 

 Opportunity for Post-Traumatic Growth 

Tait, 2008
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‘The very worst 

circumstances give you 

the opportunity to 

discover the inner 

resources that help you 

to survive.’

‘Suffering is universal, 

but victimhood is 

optional’

Dr. Edith Eger
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‘Don’t just go 

through it, grow 

through it.’
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Resilience

 Good news!

 Research shows that we can develop resilience through 
‘ordinary rather than extraordinary processes’ 

 Resilience as ‘ordinary magic’

 The No. 1  factor?

 A caring, nurturing relationship with a parent or caregiver.

 ‘One Good Adult’

‘Ordinary Magic’, Masten, 2001
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Ordinary Magic!

To make a difference in 
someone’s life, you do 
not have to be brilliant, 
rich, beautiful or perfect. 
You just have to care.

Mandy Hale
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Resilience Skills from Positive Psychology

 1. Using self-compassion

 2. Upregulating positive 
Emotions

 3. Downregulating negative 
emotions

 4. Cognitive reframing

 5. Identifying & using unique 
character strengths

 6. Looking after your physical 
well-being

 7. Giving & receiving social 
support

 8. Using healthy distraction



Self-Compassion

 Compassionate self-talk (kind self-talk)

 So important to learn about the power of 

self-compassion from an early age!

 More important to focus on developing  

self-compassion rather than self-esteem!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvtZBUSplr4

TED Talk – Professor Kristin Neff

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvtZBUSplr4


Compassionate Self-Talk

 Teens can be very, very hard on themselves at times. 

 They can be their own worst critics and judge themselves very harshly

 They may be constantly comparing themselves to others and feeling that they don’t 

quite measure up - starts at an early age, and the pressures and challenges of 

modern life can make this worse as they get older

 Constant, critical self-talk like this can lead to low confidence, increased anxiety 

and low self-worth
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Make sure that you are counteracting this every day through 

your words and messages…….
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Upregulating Positive Emotions

What do we mean when we talk about ‘Positivity?’

10  Positive Emotions have been identified and 

researched through Positive Psychology –

Professor Barbara Fredrickson

Can you name any of them?





Upregulating Positive Emotions

Why?

Research:

Ratio of a least 3: 1 of positive to negative emotions is needed for flourishing –
negativity bias of the brain!

Diehl et al., 2011 

Prolonged state of negative thoughts & emotions – affects overall health – stress 
hormones

Positive Emotions bathe our brains in feel-good neurotransmitters – oxytocin & 
serotonin



The presence of 

frequent positive 

emotions may be a 

stronger predictor of 

overall well-being 

and resilience in 

young people than 

the experience of 

stressors.

McCullough, 

Huebner & Laughlin

39



1. What activities generate these emotions for you and your family?

3. Remember they buffer us from negativity – necessity not a luxury!



Upregulating Positive Emotions

 Gratitude practices

 Celebrate small successes

 Random Acts of Kindness

 Positivity Playlists

 Time in nature

 Spending time on enjoyable hobbies and interests

 Family time – screen free!

 Fun!!!
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Upregulating Positive Emotions

Three Good Things

 Positive Psychology Intervention  

‘Three Good Things’ –

 Write down 3 small positive 

events of the last 24 hours –

 Retrains the brain and 

counteracts the negativity bias 

 Do it for at least a week!



Downregulating Negative Emotions

 Our teens are experiencing a 
wide range of uncomfortable 
emotions at present –sadness, 
disappointment, worry, 
frustration, anger, fear

 Our instinct is to protect them, 
shield them, avoid them 

 Leads to them being unfamiliar 
with these emotions and 
unable to tolerate them

 Instead we need to teach them 
how to accept and express 
these difficult emotions – all 
feelings are ok!

 The experience of dealing with 
challenges builds resilience –
psychological vaccination!
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Emotional Regulation

 What can we do?

 Normalise & allow your child to experience, accept and 
express these emotions safely – with support – helps them to 
build their resilience skills

 Normalise failure, disappointment etc

 Be mindful of your own emotions – acknowledge, accept 
and be open to the difficult emotions that you yourself 
experience when you see your child upset 

 Message: ‘You can cope with feeling uncomfortable’.



Support & 
Soothe
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Normalise, 

allow, accept, 

express

Don’t rush in to 

try to ‘fix it’

Listen, 

empathise  

soothe & 

nurture 

Validate



Emotional Validation
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➢ Making space for all emotions

➢ Not judging

➢ Allowing teens to feel how they feel

➢ Not rushing in to fix or change emotions

➢ Self-awareness – managing our own emotions as a starting point

➢ Develop ‘distress tolerance’
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The Power of Belief…..

Show your teen that you 

believe in their ability to cope.

Remind them of their strengths – their bravery, 

love, creativity,
perseverance, kindness, teamwork…



Final messages!

 Remember that resilience is ordinary magic and 

there are lots of things you can do to enhance it!

 Spend time nurturing the connection you have with 

your teen – keep communication channels open! 

 Remember that challenges bring psychological 

vaccinations! These can prepare them for the 

inevitable disappointments and challenges of life!



Final Messages!

 Practise and reinforce resilience skills

 Look after your own well-being and remember to 

prioritise self-care!

 Take the time to savour and enjoy this time with your 

teen!



Promise me you’ll always 

remember –

You’re braver than you 

believe,

Stronger than you seem,

Smarter than you think

And loved more than you 

know.

A. A. Milne
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Thank you & questions!

 Thanks so much again for this opportunity

 Thanks so much for joining me!

 Best of luck with the programme!

 Contact – fiona.forman@gmail.com

 Twitter - @FionaWellBeing

 Instagram –fionaformanwellbeing https://www.otb.ie/shop/braver-

than-you-believe/

mailto:fiona.forman@gmail.com

