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Creating Stability in a 
Changing World

Cultivating Teen Mental Health in 2023
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(Michigan Medicine, 2021) (University of Minnesota, 20201)

46% of parents reported a new or worsening problem

Health insurance claims up 20% for mental health



• 44% experienced “persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness”
• 20% seriously considered attempting suicide



• 20% had clinical levels of anxiety
• 2x higher than pre-pandemic
• Worsening over time









Normal vs. Problematic Reactions



General signs of emotional distress
• Internalizing

• Academic problems
• Difficulty sleeping
• Difficulty concentrating
• “Shutting down”
• Social withdrawal
• Somatic problems
• Excessive time in social 

media or games
• Self-harming behaviors

9(Smith, Robinson, & Segal, 2020)

• Externalizing
• Moodiness and defiance
• Alcohol and drug use
• Extreme sensitivity to 

criticism
• Reckless or self-

destructive behavior
• Violence or “acting out”



Specific concerns
• Depression

• Negative thinking, 
expectancies, and comments

• Statements of low self-
esteem

• Not enjoying normally 
pleasurable activities

• Frequent crying
• Suicidal indicators

• Thoughts, statements, or 
writing about death or suicide

• Speaking positively about the 
impact of death

• Giving away valued items

10(Smith, Robinson, & Segal, 2020)

• Anxiety
• General sense of overwhelm
• Avoidance of certain 

activities or groups
• Panic attacks



Eating Disorders
• Preoccupation with food or 

weight
• Body dissatisfaction
• Emphasis on control
• Skipping meals or excessive 

exercise
• Weight change
• Binging
• Leaving after meals
• Excessive time in the bathroom
• Cavities or enamel erosion
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Youth Substance Use
• By their senior year…

‒70% have tried alcohol
‒50% have used some illegal substance
‒40% will have vaped or smoked a cigarette
‒20% will have misused a prescription

• 8% of the general population has a diagnosable 
substance use disorder

• 90% start during teenage years
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More THC, More Consequences

17(NIDA, 2020)



Fig 3. Proportion of products with different levels of THC per state.

(Cash et al., 2020)



Fig 3. Proportion of products with different levels of THC per state.

Recreational

21.5%

Medical

19.2%

(Cash et al., 2020)



Marijuana – Flavors, Edibles, & Marketing
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Why do we “choose” to cope poorly?









Behavior is purpose-driven, even 
if it doesn’t seem to make sense



So, how can we help?



Demonstrating Emotional Safety
• Communicate with LOVE

• Listening
• Open-ended questions, reflections

• Offering
• Feedback sandwich

• Ask permission
• Provide information
• Ask for reactions

• Validating
• Reinforces self-efficacy, self-trust

• Empathizing
• Be in the hole with them

• Have persistence and don’t get discouraged

27(CMC, 2016)



Stability
Connection Confidence

Structure



Building Security in Structure

• Routines & Predictability
• Stable foundation
• Choice to reach further

• What should be stable?
• Schedules
• Discipline
• Basic and psychological 

needs
• Rituals and traditions
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Destructive Family Dynamics
• Enabling
• Avoidance / Fear
• Parental splitting
• Normalizing chaos / Lack of 

consequences
• Negative impact on other 

children
• Modeling
• Neglect
• Chronic stress
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Structure provides 
security and is the 
launchpad for a 
positive identity



Encouraging Healthy Connectivity
• Social

• Face time is important
• A part of the household, not apart 

from the household
• Other healthy adult role models

• Behavioral
• If you act depressed, you feel more 

depressed
• Emotional

• Being unable to identify and express 
emotions can lead to unhealthy 
routes of expression
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Reframing “Bad Behavior”

• Behaviors are the 
tip of the iceberg

• Lens shift – “acting 
out” is a child 
trying to complete 
their stress cycle 
and self-regulate

• Focus on why, not 
what

• Self regulation vs. 
Self control

33(Shankur, 2017)



Connection provides self-understanding of…

• Who you are (and who you want to be)
• Where you belong
• What you like to do
• Why you feel the way you do
• How to navigate your emotional world



Building Inner Strength through Confidence
• Confidence comes from 

real-life experiences 
confirming positive 
beliefs

• Not from logic!
• Work within circle of 

influence to raise self-
efficacy

• Mindset shift: “Can I?” vs. 
“How can I?”

• Intellectual understanding 
helps…but then you still 
need to explore
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Understanding and Resolving Anxiety and Stress
• Threat perception/fixation leads to 

anxiety and stress
• Meant to be adaptive!

• Stress = Biological / Physical
• Driven by nervous system activation

• Anxiety = Psychological
• Driven by thoughts

• Avoidance feels good…
…but it also locks anxiety into 
place

• Safety behaviors 
• Prevent learning

36(The Business Journals, 2017) (Harvard Business Review, 2010) (McLean Hospital, 2020)



Confidence provides…

• Emotional foundation for action and growth
• Initiative to correct imbalances
• Conviction through strong self-efficacy
• Intrinsic sense of safety and security



Stability
Connection Confidence

Structure



What can I do if I think I need help?



Apps
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Books



Real Therapy is Different than DIY
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Therapy Directories
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Emergencies
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Summary

• Our kids need our support, now more than ever

• Stay tuned-in to your child – if you know what normal 
looks like, you’ll know when it changes

• Keep warning signs in mind, and seek help if necessary

• Emotional stability comes from emotional safety,
structure, connection, and confidence – all of which 
can be built at home!

• If you need help, please reach out – resources are here!
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Thank You!


