
Building resilience 
with children and 

young people



Aims

• Explore different models of resilience in 
relation to adversity, risk and protective 
factors

• Discuss ways in which we can build the 
resilience of children and young people 
and develop a supportive context

• Examine the role of a significant adult 
in building resilience



Breakout/Introductions:

In small groups share how 
the pandemic might be 
affecting the mental health 
of CYP you work with?



Research findings: 
Covid and Young 

People’s Mental Health











Anxiety

• From the first lockdown and during the return to school in September 2020, there was an 
increase in reported anxiety and stress for some children who were worried about 
contracting and spreading COVID-19.

• This was especially felt by secondary pupils who had vulnerable family members at home. 

• Some children and young people were worried and anxious about catching up with their 
schoolwork and uncertainty about the plans for exams. 

• Another activity which increased anxiety around COVID-19 was reading or watching the 
news and social media

(Public Health England)



Breakout What is resilience? 



Protection/Bouncing 
Back

• Resilience is our ability to bounce back from life’s 
challenges and unforeseen difficulties, providing mental 
protection from emotional and mental disorders.

• Michael Rutter (1985)

• Psychological resilience refers to the ability to use personal 
qualities to withstand pressure.

(David Fletcher and Mustafa Sarkar 2016)

• Resilience represents a constellation of characteristics that 
protect individuals from the potential negative effect of 
stressors.

(Ivan Robertson et al. 2015)



Positive Growth

• Resilience is seen as more than simple 
recovery from insult, rather it can be 
defined as positive growth or adaptation 
following periods of homeostatic 
disruption.

• Laura Campbell-Sills (2006)



Context/Adversity

• If we want to help vulnerable youngsters become more 
resilient, we need to decrease their exposure to potent risk 
factors and increase their competencies and self-esteem, 
as well as the sources of support they can draw upon.

• Emmy Werner (1995)

• Any psychological resilience training program should, as 
much as practically possible, consider the broader 
environment within which individuals operate.

• David Fletcher and Mustafa Sarkar (2016)



Continuum/Not 
Static

• Resilience is believed to be a process 
rather than a single event and a continuum 
rather than a binary outcome.

• Meetu Khosla (2017)

• Resilience is a process and a staircase. You 
might be on step four of the staircase, and 
I might be on step one, but we can both 
keep moving up the staircase so that our 
resilience levels will hopefully exceed the 
rising tide of stress.

• Glenn Schiraldi (2017)



Risk and Resilience 
Factors



Individual factors: 

• Resilience 
• Easy temperament (sociability)
• Ability to regulate emotions
• Good coping & problem solving skills
• Physically healthy
• Positive sense of identity and cultural heritage
• Positive attitude to help seeking
• Connected to family, school, community

• Risk
• Low IQ or learning difficulty
• Developmental delay
• Communication difficulty
• Physical illness or disability
• Difficult temperament
• Low self esteem
• Lack of confidence
• Not an academic success
• Anxious personality
• Learned helplessness



Family factors: 

• Resilience 
• One positive parental figure
• Attachment, a belief that ones needs will be met
• Supervision and authoritative discipline
• Demonstration of love and affection
• Family support of education and school
• A parent or significant adult who is themselves resilient
• Responsibilities 

Risk

• Parental conflict or abuse
• Family breakdown
• Hostile or rejecting parents
• Abuse or neglect
• Parental mental illness, 

substance use or criminality
• Bereavement or loss of a parent
• Inconsistent or unclear or absent 

discipline



Community and environmental factors: 

• Resilience
• Supportive network
• Good housing
• High expectations of behaviour in school/college
• Strong academic opportunities in school/college
• High morale in school/college

Risk

• Poverty
• Homelessness
• Discrimination
• Low expectations



Breakout
in small groups share 
individual, community or 
family orientated 
interventions you deliver 
which might promote 
resilience.

What can we do to 
build resilience in 
children? 
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Break



Assessing Resilience
Three Sources of 

Resiliency



Edith Grotberg of the International Resilience Project

Defines resiliency in terms of three 
sources.

For a young person to be resilient, he or 
she needs to have more than one of 
these strengths.
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I HAVE



© YMCA© YMCA

I AM



© YMCA© YMCA

I CAN



Edith Grotberg of the International Resilience Project

For example, if a young person has good 
self-esteem (I AM), but lacks anyone 
whom they can
turn to for support (I HAVE), and does 
not have the capacity to solve problems 
(I CAN), they
will not be resilient.



Edith Grotberg of the International Resilience Project

Each of the I HAVE, I AM, and I CAN factors 
suggests numerous actions young people and 
workers can take to promote resilience. 

You do not have to use the entire pool of resilience 
factors, some use many; others use few. 

However, the larger the pool of choices before 
them, the more options young people have for 
selecting appropriate responses to a situation.



Breakout
in small groups think of 
a young person whose 
resilience you are 
worried about in the 
context their support, 
inner strength and skills

I HAVE

I AM

I CAN



Building and Developing Resilience in Young People

There are eight sets of protective factors 
which can affect a young person’s daily 
life and shape their resilience. 
Below gives youth organisations some 
ideas around what they can do to 
develop and support these protective 
factors
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Skills
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Parents

Families
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Schools

Peers
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Community

Cultural 
Identity

Economic & 
Financial



Breakout
in small groups discuss 
how your address the 8 
sets of protective 
factors. Could you do 
more? Should you 
specialise?

Skills
Parents
Families
Schools
Peers
Community
Cultural Identity
Economic & Financial



8 Ideas for Building 
Emotional Resilience 

in Children
A personal approach



Encourage healthy risk taking

Many people make the mistake of preventing children from taking risks, or they 
jump in too soon to solve a child’s problems. It comes from a well-meaning place, 
and in many cases it can be necessary to protect the child. But it could prevent 
them from developing their self-sufficiency.

So, if you see that a child is doing something that may not go the way they want, 
but the risk of harm is low, resist the temptation to pre-emptively intervene. Let 
them face the challenge and attempt to problem-solve on their own. You can 
offer help if they really do need it, of course.



Show acceptance of mistakes and losses

It’s important for you to adopt this mentality. Doing so demonstrates that 
mistakes are not the end of the world and you shouldn’t avoid trying new things 
due to fear of failure. 

What’s important is reflecting on mistakes and learning from them. This helps 
children to develop a growth mindset and encourages them to look for solutions, 
rather than focusing on unhelpful blaming or self-criticism.



Ask questions to encourage independent thinking

Whenever children face problems, you may be tempted to simply tell them the 
answer. But doing this prevents them from practising self-sufficiency. This is why 
you should actively ask questions if children come to you with an issue. It allows 
them to think for themselves and gain valuable problem-solving experience.



Praise accomplishments in the right way

Praise and recognition are critical for building a child’s self-confidence. There is a 
balance you must strike here, however. Excessively and exclusively praising 
accomplishments and talents, while failing to praise effort, can send the wrong 
message to children. 

It may lead to them thinking that they must succeed at everything and be 
talented to be valued. It can make them afraid of failure and generate feelings of 
inadequacy, which in turn can lead to poor resilience when they face challenges.



Define and discuss emotions

Children should learn how to identify and talk about their emotions. It will help to 
develop the emotional intelligence they need to handle how they’re feeling when 
things get tough. Otherwise, confusion and frustration can stop them from 
carrying on. 

Resilience involves recognising and controlling our emotions, but not 
permanently eliminating them, as this isn’t realistic.



Promote optimism and positive thinking

The best way to do this is by showing rather than telling, as children often learn 
from the example of others.

If you have a positive attitude and respond optimistically to difficulties, observant 
children will notice and may start adopting this behaviour themselves

Another way is to positively reframe pessimistic and negative thoughts and 
comments.



Encourage social interaction 

Another key characteristic of resilience is being able to draw strength from friends 
and family. This is why it’s important that children learn how to develop 
relationships. 

So, where possible, you should create the opportunity for children to practice 
their social skills and problem solve with others.



Show that it’s okay to ask for help

Encouraging children to take healthy risks and to think through problems on their 
own is important, but

In situations where they’re working through a challenge or problem 
independently, make it clear that you are still there to help them.



Breakout
What have you 
gained from today 
and what might 
you put into 
practice?



Building and Developing Resilience in Young People

Why are you worried?
What sort of behaviour is causing the problem? Who is being affected, how, when and 
where?
When did it start?
What factors are in the child’s background? (e.g. divorce / illness ) What are the 
present and past risk and protective factors?
Which risk factors are decreased?
Which protective factors can be increased?
What are the strengths in the child, family, community, school and how can they be 
built on?
What is the worst thing that could happen?


