


Resilience and the Role of Positive   
Emotions during Times of Stress 

Bending, Not Breaking 
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Chatting 
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Dr. Christian Waugh  

Dr. Waugh’s research and publications 
focus on resilience and the temporal 
dynamics of emotion and resilience and 
positive emotions in times of stress. 
 

•  Comes from a military family 
 

•  Brickman Award for Outstanding 
Pre-Doctoral Research 
 

•  Published in numerous journals 

Christian Waugh Ph.D. 
Associate Professor  
Department of Psychology 
Wake Forest University 
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Resilience 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fencing#/media/
File:Final_Trophee_Monal_2012_n08.jpg http://www.freestockphotos.biz/stockphoto/6587 

http://maxpixel.freegreatpicture.com/Rock-Plant-Flower-Stone-Nature-Green-1561036 



What Resilient People Do 

Adaptive Responsiveness (Block):  
match environmental demands with resources 
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Flexibility:  
‘Exquisite Attunement to Environment” 

•  Coping flexibility 
     -knowing which coping strategy to use when  
 
•  Emotional flexibility 

-positive eventsà positive affective responses 
-negative eventsà negative affective responses  
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Participants saw 
pictures and rated  
their affect (emotion) 
 
Measured “trait” 
resilience 
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The Prevalence of  
Positive Emotions 

Really, the main difference between resilient and less resilient people 
is their capacity of positive emotions 

•  Caregivers of people with AIDS 
-PE=community 
 

•  Patients with chronic illnesses  
-more anxiety, but also more PE!  
 

•  Widows 
-Smiling when talking about spouses predicted better coping 
 

•  Post 9/11 attacks on US  
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Positive emotions 
following 9/11 

Fewer 
depressive 
symptoms 



How do PE Help Resilient People  
Deal with Stress 

Starting premises:  
 
1.  Positive and negative emotions 

are independent and interacting 
 

2.  Resilience should be associated 
with *appropriate* deployment of 
PE during stress 
 

3.  The effects of PE on stress 
depend on stressor context 
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https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/ca/Stress_release.jpg 



Exercise 1 

Please describe a stressor that is typical of someone with 
whom you work (e.g., patient, client, student, coworker, etc.) 
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http://www.littlerock.af.mil/News/Photos/igphoto/2001746866/ 



What Phase of the Stressor are  
You In? 
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http://maxpixel.freegreatpicture.com/Depressed-Hipster-Sad-Adult-Person-Him-Man-Guy-864399 



Phase 1: Anticipation 
When thinking about and preparing for an upcoming stressor  
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Waugh, Panage, Mendes & Gotlib (2010) 

http://maxpixel.freegreatpicture.com/Black-White-Thinking-Black-Woman-1925849 



Phase 1: Anticipation 
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When anxiety is too high When anxiety is too low 

•  Positive reframing 
•  That it will be OK 
•  Will build optimism/

decrease worrying 
 

•  Use PE to distract 
(in moderation) 
•  Provides break 

•  Positive reframing 
•  That you can do it 
•  Will build optimism/

increase engagement 
 

•  Use PE to prepare 
•  Increase motivation/

engagement 



Phase 2: Engagement 
When actually engaged with the stressor 

What do Positive Emotions do during engagement? 
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High Control Stress Low Control Stress 

Relevant PE  Help problem solve Reappraise situation 

Irrelevant PE Harmfully distracting Good distracting 

http://www.shaw.af.mil/News/Photos/igphoto/2001558906/ 



Phase 3: Recovery 
After the stressor is over, recover back to pre-stressor levels of functioning 
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From Sapolsky’s “Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers” (2004) 



Phase 3: Recovery 

•  Positive emotions:  
 
•  Return your emotional state to 

baseline 
 

•  Return your physiological state to 
baseline  
 

•  Disrupt rumination 
 

•  Turn once-negative thoughts into 
positive ones 
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/wasoxygen/16498910 



Positive emotions during  
stress recovery: How? 

•  Positive reappraisal 
•  It’s over, wasn’t that bad,  

I learned from it, etc… 
 

•  Putting oneself in a 
positive context  
 

•  Planning your next 
positive event  
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Monfort, Stroup & Waugh (2015); Major, McRae & Waugh (in prep) 



•  Please break their stressor up into three phases. 
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Exercise 2 

https://pixabay.com/en/numbers-123-1-2-3-one-of-the-two-1990109/ 
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Exercise 2 

Is there an anticipatory period?  
If so, describe waiting for the stressor to begin… 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/adolescent-adult-beauty-blur-459971/ 
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Exercise 2 
What is the actual ‘engagement period’?  
Distinguish it from anticipation/recovery… 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/adult-alone-black-and-white-dark-551588/ 
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Exercise 2 
Are there clear signs when the stressor is over?  

If so, describe what happens immediately after engagement 
period… 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/cloudiness-clouds-cloudy-daylight-417045/ 



Acute vs. Chronic 
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Acute Chronic 

•  Identifiable single 
(usually) eliciting event 
  

•  Identifiable beginning, 
middle, and end 

•  Less identifiable 
single event 
 

•  Constant and 
persistent 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caution_blank.svg 

•  Acute events  
can be strung  
together to  
seem chronic 

 



Positive Emotions during  
Acute vs. Chronic 
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Acute Chronic 
•  Identify phase you are in  

 
•  If controllable  

•  Consider trying to solve the 
problem  

•  Sometimes PE can backfire 
 

•  If uncontrollable  
•  Positive reappraisal/

distraction 

•  Identify the associated acute 
stressors 
 

•  Identify the phase  
•  Most of the time= anticipation 

or recovery 
 

•  Additional “no imminent acute 
stress” phase 
•  Positive emotions can build 

social, physical, and 
intellectual resources 



Exercise 3 

•  Is their stressor acute or chronic? 
 
•  If acute, is it part of a bigger chronic stressor?  

 
•  If chronic, besides coping with associated acute stressors, 

think of times when they may NOT be in those stressors- what 
could they do then to help with the chronic stressor? 

27 

https://pixabay.com/en/stress-word-art-depression-954814/ 



Effective  
Positive Emotions 
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Do:  Don’t:  
•  Feel content with 

one’s life 
 

•  Savor  
 

•  Find meaning  
 

•  Be social  
 

•  Experiences not 
products  

•  Feel the need for constant 
positive emotions 
 

•  Focus on fleeting 
pleasures  
 

•  FAKE IT! 
 

•  “Just think positive 
thoughts” about problems 
you can solve 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Symbol_thumbs_up.svg https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Symbol_thumbs_down.svg 



Take Home Points 

•  Resilience is about flexibility and flexibility is 
mostly about being able to utilize positive 
emotions 
•  Although, negative emotions are still important! 

 

•  How positive emotions help stress depends on:  
•  When during the stressor they occur  
•  What type of stressor it is  
•  How much control one has over the stressor  

 

•  Effective positive emotions:  
•  Are genuine, not fake  
•  Need to be planned but also savored 
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Facebook Live Wrap-up  
 
Day 2 
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Rising Strong™ When Faced  
with Professional Change  
My Story, My Ending 

TOMORROW 
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