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Plan for the session:

The importance of discussing wellbeing and positive mental health

Understanding the adolescent brain

Understanding the continuum from typical thoughts/feelings and 

mental health difficulties

Low mood and anxiety

Ways to interact with your teenager

Strategies to help your teenager



Why Talk about Teenage Wellbeing?

• Teenage Mental Health and Wellbeing is strongly linked to:

• Their reported quality of life 

(Reference: Sharpe, Patalay, Fink et al., 2016)

• Their friendships and relationship quality 

(Reference: Long, Gardani, McCann et al., 2020)

• Their educational attainment and grades 

(Reference: Smith, Marshall, Albakri et al., 2021)

“We all have mental health”



Defining Mental Health

“Mental health is a dynamic state of internal equilibrium which enables individuals to use 

their abilities in harmony with universal values of society. Basic cognitive and social skills; 

ability to recognize, express and modulate one's own emotions, as well as empathize with 

others; flexibility and ability to cope with adverse life events and function in social roles; and 

harmonious relationship between body and mind represent important components of mental 

health which contribute, to varying degrees, to the state of internal equilibrium.”

-Journal of World Psychiatry, 2015



Defined another way…

“We all have mental health, just like we all have physical health. Sometimes we feel well, 

and sometimes we don’t.

Mental health is complicated because it’s about how we think, feel and act, and this is 

always changing.

When our mental health is good, we enjoy being around other people and we feel able to 

take on challenges and new experiences. But when our mental health is not so good, we 

can find it much harder to cope.”



Mental Health in the Media



Also, looking beyond headlines

Reference: ‘Mental Health of Children and 

Young People in England, 2020 survey, 

NHS digital’
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“All parents and adults were once perfect teenagers. Model humans. 

They were completely in control of all their hormones and brain 

changes. In fact, they probably never had any hormones at all. They 

were calm, always smiling and incredibly polite to everyone around 

them, never struggling or having any difficulty. Many adults also 

have amnesia. That’s why they think the above paragraph is true.” –

Nicola Morgan



Storm and Stress, G. Stanley Hall (1904)
• Adolescence as naturally, inevitably and 

appropriately tempestuous
• Emotional turmoil and crisis assumed to be 

universal
• Increase of internalising and externalising 

challenging behaviours
• Identity crisis, ‘who am I, what can I do or be, 

Where do I belong, What do I believe in?’

Defining Adolescence



Biological

Puberty and growth, 

central nervous system 

development

Social

Developing autonomy, 

changing relationships 

with family and peers

Psychological

Abstract thinking, identity 

development, morality, 

self-esteem, sexual 

identity, body image

Typical Adolescent Development





• Adolescents are not very skilled at 

distinguishing the subtlety of facial 

expression (excitement, anger, fear, 

sadness, etc.)—results in a lot of miscues—

leads to lack of communication and 

inappropriate behavior

• Differences in processing, organization, and 

responding to information/events leads to 

misperceptions and misunderstanding 

verbal and non-verbal cues

Adolescent Brain Development



What does this mean?

What we see in adults What we see in teenagers 

Reasoning Struggle to process cause and effect

Logical thinking/decision making Decisions based on current feelings

Planning Impulsive 

Impulse control Impulsive/risk-taking

Problem solve to work out the best 

option

Focus on short term goals 

Ignoring negative consequences

Decision making skills Misinterpretation of information 

Processing emotions Poor processing of emotions 

Stronger reaction to stress

Displays of aggression



CURRENT CHALLENGES

• Lack of stimulation 

• Uncertainty 

• Emotion dysregulation

• Limited social connection

• Change in behaviour

• Change of routine 

• Mix of environments

• Prolonged times together 

• Limited space 

• Hopes and expectations 
lost/changed



Common thoughts at the moment

When will 

this 

pandemic 

be over?

I’m worried 

about this 

new variant

I don’t want to 

be in 

lockdown for 

Christmas

I wanted 

to go on 

holiday

Are we going to 

have to go back 

to remote 

learning

I don’t want to 

have to work 

during the 

holidays?

I worked so hard 

for my exams, I 

don’t want them 

cancelled

What are my 

parents going to 

do if one of use 

get Covid during 

the holidays

What if I can’t 

see my friends 

during the 

holidays?

My parents 

are driving 

me crazy!

I can’t be 

bothered to 

do work



Common feelings at the moment

What might your children be feeling?

Sad

Confused

Frustrated

Worried

Afraid

Useless

Bored

Unmotivated

Disappointed

Drained

Excluded
Isolated

Lonely

Powerless

Restless
Guilty



What does low mood look like in 

adolescents?
More than normal sadness or upset:

• Feelings of worthlessness and / or hopelessness

• Not getting enjoyment out of previously enjoyable activities

• Wanting to spend more time alone / social withdrawal

• Persistent thoughts about death and questioning the meaning of life (not necessarily 

suicidal)

• Flat affect (not feeling highs or lows as usual)

• Unable to hold onto positives / jumping to negative conclusions (self critical)



What to watch out for

• Flat feeling / little energy

• Deterioration in self – care

• Less engaged in activities

• Unexpected angry outbursts

• Getting into more trouble than usual 

• Perplexing changes in attitude or behaviour

• Consistent at home and school

• Ongoing over a sustained period of time



How can parents help?

• Spend 1 to 1 time with child/adolescent

• Listen, empathise and understand before problem solving

• Avoid nagging but do insist on some family time together

• Make time for exercise and activities with your child



They will think 
I’m boring and 
never invite me 

again

I can’t do it

It’ll be a 
disaster

I won’t 
manage

I won’t be able 
to talk to 
anyone

Anxious thinking

Overestimate chance of danger
Underestimate ability to cope 

They will 
ignore me



Aggressive

Outbursts

Ask lots of 
questions

Withdrawn

Anxious Behaviour

CrySay difficult 
statements

Avoidance



Common parent responses to anxiety

Being drawn into giving too much reassurance

• Children and young people can become reliant on reassurance and depend on adults 

saying what’s ok to feel safe

• Ask questions instead: try to help your child work out whether their worry is realistic or not 
for themselves. 

Becoming over protective / colluding with avoidance

• Stepping in to protect children from all their fears means they never get the chance to 

learn they can cope and find out it’s not as scary as they thought

• Instead, notice and praise sensible or brave behaviour

• Encourage them to face their fears in small, manageable steps



What can I do when my teen 

won’t listen?!



Common parenting cycles

You set a limit

Teen refuses, 

misbehaves or 

ignores

You feel the need to 

assert authority:

Become punitive, 

threaten, punish, 

clamp down

Your feelings bubble up: 

“She’s won”

“I’m not in charge”

“she’s never going to…..”

Teen feels 

resentful,

may make threats 

themselves and

situation becomes 

confrontational

or

teen complies out 

of fear, at the 

expense of your 

relationship over 

time  

Your feelings bubble up:

“I can’t stop her”

“He’ll get upset”

“I’m too tired to put my foot 

down”

“Maybe it’s not that bad”

You protest with 

ineffective commands 

or give in

Teen more 

likely to repeat  

or escalate 

behaviour



Statements of high emotion

• It’s all rubbish

• I can’t do it

• I hate my life

• Nothing is good



Managing emotive statements

Adults usually:

• Refute “You know that’s not right”

• Question “What do you mean?”

• Persuade “Last week you wrote a great essay…”

• Give advice “Why don’t you just….”



How would you feel?

I don’t want to go 

to work today. 

Well you’re going in 

anyway! You’ll get into 

trouble if you don’t. 
Finish that coffee and 

get your shoes on! 



What Can Parents 

Do Instead?



How would you feel?

I don’t want to go 

to work tomorrow. 

Ugh, I know how you 

feel. Having a bad 

morning? Yeah, I hate 

it when it’s raining too.



Two steps for parents to hold in mind

1. Notice what YOU as a parent are feeling and try to stay calm

• Catching thoughts “she ALWAYS does this”, “why can’t he just…”

• Recognising physical tension 

2. Try to think from your child’s perspective – what might they be feeling? 

“You look really upset”

“If that had happened to me, I think I would feel quite angry”



◆Separate the behaviour from the child

◆Problems with labelling and typecasting

◆Comparisons tend to backfire

Take a step back from criticism



Sitting with emotion

• That sounds very hard

• Those are difficult feelings to have

• No wonder you are frustrated

• What do you need?



Talking about thoughts and feelings

Validation = recognising and accepting emotions

• Communicates that feelings and thoughts make 

sense and are understandable

 Judge

 Criticize

 Ridicule

 Ignore

 Lecture

 Dismiss

At least 

it’s not…

Don’t think 

about it

I’m sorry you 

feel that way

It could be 

worse

Why are you 

being so 

dramatic?

Just get on 

with it



Talking about thoughts and feelings

Validation = recognising and accepting emotions

• Communicates that feelings and thoughts make 

sense and are understandable

✓ Be present and listen

✓ Allow them to have and 

express their feelings

✓ Acknowledge their problems 

and that they matter

✓ Reflect on and summarise

what they are feeling

I’m really 

sorry that 

happened

That sounds 

really difficult

I can see you’re 

really upset 

about that

I understand, 

it can be 

really scary 

trying new 

things

It makes sense that 

you’re scared given 

what happened last 

time



The 3 R’s 

Regulate, relate 

and reason is the 

best way to help a 

child to come to a 

place of calm and 

clarity.



How to: REGULATE

Positive self talk 

Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation  

Controlled breathing

Soothing but limited 

language 

A safe space to go

Stepping back and 

allowing them time to 

process. 

Emotional regulation 

ideas 

Source of physical 

comfort 

Distraction techniques 

Moving 

away from 

the 

situation



THERAPEUTIC COMMUNICATION



Here are some coping 
strategies to make it a 

bit easier



How much sleep do we need?

Ensuring that your child gets enough sleep:



Good sleep hygiene

• Rising early is better than going to bed early for getting adolescents back on track

• No napping!

• Relaxing but structured routine leading up to bedtime

• Beds are for sleeping, not for watching tv, doing homework, eating etc 

• No screens for an hour before bedtime



Challenging our unhelpful thoughts

Evidence for the thought
▪ I have so many subjects, and not enough time

▪ I do not have a revision timetable

▪ I find the subjects hard

▪ I do not know how to revise

▪ I failed in my exam last year

Evidence against the 

thought 
▪ I have a good amount of time for revision

▪ I can create a revision timetable

▪ I have asked for help during lessons when I didn’t 
understand something

▪ When I study with friends it makes it more fun

▪ I haven’t failed all of my exams

Rate truth of statement 0-100%: 70%

Thought: “I will fail my exam”

Alternative, more balanced thought:
Although I might not remember everything I still have time to revise for my exams. I can make the study fun with 

friends and continue to ask  my teachers for support.                                                                        

Review truth of statement 0-100%: 30% 

Unhelpful Thinking styles:
Catastrophising, predicting the future



testing out our worries
Problem solving unhelpful thoughts1. Define what the problem is.

2. List all of the possible solutions. Think of as many 

ways to solve the problem as you can, even if some of 

them initially feel silly.

3. Think of the Pros and Cons of each solution. How 

practical are they? How helpful are they? What would 

the long and short term consequences be?

4. Is the plan do-able? What could get in the way? Who 

could help you with it?

5. Rate each plan from 0-10 in terms of how good you 

think it is.

6.  Choose one plan to try and set a time to do it.

7. Review what happened after you did it. Did your 

solution work? If not which other option could you try?

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjIkbuszOvYAhUEiCwKHRH1B9MQjRwIBw&url=https://innovateuk.blog.gov.uk/2017/07/10/cross-sector-collaboration-is-essential-to-solving-innovation-problems/&psig=AOvVaw1f0YUHo8SnNhmtSFD0G0CU&ust=1516711307829352


 I can learn from this and it will be easier next time

 Thoughts are just thoughts

 I have done this before, I can do it again

 Short term pain for long term gain

 Stop, and Breathe, I can do this

 I can use my coping strategies and get through this

 Its okay to feel this way



Relaxation 

strategies

 Controlled 

breathing 

 Muscle 

relaxation



Distraction 

Techniques

 54321

 5 colours 



Activities they 

enjoy

Have a bath 

Watch TV/a funny film/

YouTube clips

nails/make up/face mask

Play on the 

PlayStation/Xbox 

Listen to music – have a 

“relaxing” playlist 

Do something physical 

e.g. go for a walk, play 

football, go 

skateboarding

Spend time with pets

Shopping
Do something creative 

e.g. draw, paint, make, 

bake

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjPrJO4s67eAhXmz4UKHSoyAQwQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://90sheji.com/png/gaoqingyouhua.html&psig=AOvVaw3MbZqpw60EzfSH--Hos7Mu&ust=1540996971811235
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj_rYzbs67eAhVDJ1AKHfm8CccQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.thedj.co.uk/music/&psig=AOvVaw0gs5KfRps1BZOSf0DEjog-&ust=1540997081095258
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiQjeTPta7eAhUJbBoKHSJgC_IQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.owlcube.com/products/colourful-dog-by-wahyu-romdhoni-easy-diy-paint-by-numbers-kits-owlcube-canvas-wall-art&psig=AOvVaw1xLRuVp1-7MofbEjRRrz7Z&ust=1540997371203218


THE BACK-UP TEAM
Who is in you’re back-up team?

What sort of support can they 
offer?
• Emotional
• Practical
• Motivational
• Companionship

The back-up team works better 
if the people who are in it, 

know they are in it.

How could you let them know 
they are part of yours?

M

E



RECOMMENDED APPS  

COVE DAYLIO

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https://apps.apple.com/gb/app/daylio-journal/id1194023242&psig=AOvVaw33XWA_Bl1zbtcd5Uc181VM&ust=1588778865638000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCODQjfSEnekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj42PiY69fZAhWFJ1AKHf2DAyIQjRx6BAgAEAY&url=https://shoutforgood.com/smiling-mind&psig=AOvVaw0RbaSW4kwx-qYVVPHOku-r&ust=1520430505775262
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https://www.jmu.edu/news/counselingctr/2019/12-calm-harm-clear-fear.shtml&psig=AOvVaw07pV5xKsnY8f8XWWkv8Xhw&ust=1589297802703000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCPjpm46SrOkCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE


Things to look out for – ‘downward spirals’

• Emotional changes: Feeling sad, anxious, angry or looking 

flat most of the time – directing this towards others/self 

• Hopelessness, helplessness, struggling to see positives in 

life/wishing didn’t exist 

• Relationship changes: isolating self from friends/family, 

changes in communication (snappiness, overcompliance)

• Self-care changes: hygiene/appearance, eating changes, 

sleep changes

• Risk-taking changes: increased risk taking and impulsivity 

(including desire to harm self/others), potential physical 

indicators of self-harm

www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/



Helplines

Some of what we have spoken about may have made you 

think about things differently.

If you are worried about your child or someone else, it is 

important to seek help.

Monday – Friday 

09:00-17:00 

Sutton CAMHS 0203 513 3800

Monday – Friday 

17:00 – 22:00

Weekends 

09:00 – 21:00

CAMHS Crisis Line 0203 228 5980

Outside the above hours Crisis Line 0800 028 8000



Useful resources

Corona Virus anxiety:

https://www.bacp.co.uk/news/news-from-bacp/2020/28-february-coronavirus-anxiety-how-to-

cope-if-you-re-feeling-anxious-about-the-outbreak/?dm_i=43MR,SZ24,3RGWSE,3HKDZ,1

Corona Virus and wellbeing:

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus/coronavirus-and-your-wellbeing/

Young minds: https://youngminds.org.uk/

Self-harm:

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/self-harm/about-

self-harm/

Coping with anger: https://youngminds.org.uk/blog/how-i-feel-when-i-m-angry-and-what-helps-

me-cope/

A-Z coping strategies for teens video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5EXpkVw3fh0

For parents worried about their child’s mental health: https://youngminds.org.uk/find-

help/for-parents/

https://www.bacp.co.uk/news/news-from-bacp/2020/28-february-coronavirus-anxiety-how-to-cope-if-you-re-feeling-anxious-about-the-outbreak/?dm_i=43MR,SZ24,3RGWSE,3HKDZ,1
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus/coronavirus-and-your-wellbeing/
https://youngminds.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/self-harm/about-self-harm/
https://youngminds.org.uk/blog/how-i-feel-when-i-m-angry-and-what-helps-me-cope/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5EXpkVw3fh0
https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/for-parents/

