
• Coping is an integrated part of the resilience 
portfolio model (Hamby et al, 2018).

• Most previous research on coping has focused on the 
negative emotions experienced, but positive affect 
can co-occur with stress and actually has significant 
adaptational benefits. (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000).

• Positive emotions benefit the individual socially, 
intellectually, and physiologically (Folkman & 
Moskowitz, 2000).

• A study of AIDS caregivers found three kinds of 
coping related to positive affect: positive reappraisal 
(which involves cognitive restructuring), goal-
directed problem-focused coping (which deals with 
fixing the issue at hand), and infusion of ordinary 
events with positive meaning (Folkman & 
Moskowitz, 2000).

• However, there have been few studies of positive 
affect and coping among youth, and even less 
attention to how people of any age might use coping 
skills to regulate positive and not just negative 
emotions.

• This study uses a qualitative approach to explore how 
adolescents recover positive affect via different 
categories of coping skills. 
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Thematic Results from Grounded Theory Analysis 

Participants. This sample included 50 participants (62% female), ages 12 to 20 years (M=16.60; SD=2.84). The sample was somewhat 
more diverse than census data from the area: 70.5% of participants described themselves as European American/White, 13.6% as 
Black/African American, 6.8% Latino/Hispanic, 2.3% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 6.8% Multiracial (2 or more of above categories). 

Procedure. Participants were taken through semi-structured qualitative interviews, where they were asked to describe their life stories by 
describing high, low, and turning points, behaviors, and means of coping. Interviews were coded with grounded theory analysis. Objective: To examine how adolescents recovered 

positive emotional affect during or after challenging 
experiences. 

Methods: 50 youth (ages 12 to 20) from rural 
communities in southern Appalachia participated in 
semi-structured qualitative interviews, where they 
discussed key moments of their lives. Grounded 
theory analysis was used to code the interview 
transcripts.  

Results: Six areas of recovering positive affect were 
identified, including relational, cognitive, faith, 
nature, downtime/indirect, and behavioral approaches. 
Relational approaches were mentioned the most (27 
interviews), followed by cognitive (26), 
religion/spirituality-based (20), behavioral (12), 
indirect (6), and nature (3). 

Conclusions: Youth used a variety of strategies to not 
just minimize distress but also re-attain positive 
emotions. This is an understudied aspect of resilience.

• This study aims to explore how adolescents recover 
positive affect using comprehensive qualitative interviews 
and grounded theory analysis. 

• The qualitative data showed the benefits of interpersonal 
connections and cognitive/emotional restructuring as 
being particularly useful for adolescents in recovering 
positive affect. 

• The categories discovered in our study fall into the three 
overarching types of coping. Positive reappraisal includes 
the cognitive/emotional and religion/spirituality category. 
Problem-focused coping includes the relational, nature, 
behavioral, and religion/spirituality categories, as well as 
indirect approaches. And infusing ordinary events with 
positive meaning involves cognitive/emotional, relational, 
and religion/spirituality. 

• Sometimes it was hard to distinguish between positive 
self-talk and minimization or denial. Similarly, regarding 
downtime, hard to see the distinction between productive 
and non-productive strategies.

• This data came from a limited sample, in terms of 
numbers as well as demographics so it may not be 
completely representative of adolescents everywhere.

• The interview questions were not designed to capture 
instances of positive affect.

• This data can be used to help identify effective coping 
strategies to recover positive affect. 

• Research on recovering positive affect as a coping skill 
rather than only focusing on negative emotionality could 
help expand the knowledge on coping as a whole and the 
field of positive psychology. 

Relational Approaches

“…just talking to people and spending time with people was the best 
therapy, and sharing stories and memories really helped, because 
realizing other people were in the same, were feeling the same 
emotions as me, was comforting that I knew I was not alone.”

- 20-year-old Woman

“I mean, she just knows what to say to me. She knows how to make 
me feel better, how to tell me to calm down, and…everything, and she 
makes me feel a lot better when I’m upset.” - 12-year-old Boy

“Staying close to my family and friends has always helped me 
whenever I’m not feeling well about myself or just in a bad state. That 
they always give me advice and just care for me during those times.”

- 19-year-old Man

“Because it feels good to help others. It feels good to give…”
- 12-year-old Boy

Religion/Spirituality Based Approaches (cont) 

“I started going to church, and that helped too.”
-19-year-old Woman

“Normal girls get stage fright and run off, but I, at that moment, I 
thought God was helping me with it, keep on going.”

-12-year-old Girl

“It’s better to know, like I said earlier, it helps to know that Jesus is 
there. May he be real, may he be not, just thinking that he is there still 
makes you feel better.” -15-year-old Girl

Cognitive/Emotional Approaches

“You just keep positive things in your life, and you know you’ll be 
alright.” - 20-year-old Woman

“…then I just had to learn to live past it because there’s not really 
nothing you can do about the past other than let it go.”        

- 20-year-old Woman

“I think about everything more positive than negative. I don’t try to 
think about it as if it was anybody’s fault or anything. I just figure that 
everything happens for a reason.” - 16-year-old Girl 

“I realized that I couldn’t like keep on doing that just for like everyone 
else. I had to actually like want to do it for myself.” 

- 19-year-old Boy 

“I really just tried to talk it out and relive the funny and happy times 
that we had with my grandma, instead of dwelling on the bad.”

- 18-year-old Man 
Nature-based Approaches

“Um, so like, I just coped by going down to the lake sitting down at the 
docks, just, you know, that’s just where I felt like I’m okay.”

-20-year-old Woman

“Well, I hunt and fish a lot. It helps me think. I just went fishing and 
went hunting to clear my head. Go to the mountains right before that 
stuff. Just keep your mind clear.” -18-year-old Man
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Behavioral Approaches

“I ended up picking clarinet, so that was probably a really good point for 
me because that’s when everything started to change… I can just go to 
that and play and that’s a very big distraction for today… I can’t really 
explain how, but there’s parts in music, like there’s a harmony, and 
there’s a melody, and when you correlate that to life and you think about 
how it will all come together, it kind of makes it easier for me to deal 
with it.” -15-year-old Girl 

“I started playing basketball. I shoot basketball all the time, and I’ve 
been trying to find a job. I guess that’s kind of like picking me back 
up….”

-18-year-old Man

Indirect Approaches

“…just sit there and play games or go to sleep.” -12-year-old Boy

“I just went to sleep.” -20-year-old Woman

“Most of the time I would go into my room and sound everyone out.”
-20-year-old Woman 

Recovering positive affect is an 
important part of being emotionally 

resilient in the face of adversity. 

Religion/Spirituality Based Approaches

“I try to pray every day, and it kind of helps me get through the day 
thinking that if I pray, then maybe things will get better.”

-12-year-old Girl
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