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E VERYONE experiences a mixture of posi-
tive and negative emotions daily. For some 
people, these emotions—particularly nega-
tive emotions like anger, frustration, sad-

ness, and guilt—can be overwhelming. Emotion regula-
tion is a term generally used to describe a person’s ability 
to manage and respond to an emotional experience in an 
adaptive way. Emotion regulation is essential for social 
and emotional well-being.

Managing emotions is particularly challenging for ado-
lescents, who oft en experience high levels of confl ict with 
parents and peers. Th is is especially true for adolescents 
with ADHD, who Russell Barkley describes as having a “low 
frustration tolerance, impatience, [and] quickness to anger.” 

Although teens with ADHD have signifi cant diffi  culty 
managing negative emotions, many also have diffi  culty man-
aging positive emotions. Specifi cally, when happy or excited, 
adolescents with ADHD oft en display age-inappropriate levels 
of enthusiasm or exuberance. Th ey may yell, jump up and 
down, and invade others’ personal space when they fi nd out 
good news. As a result, parents, teachers, and peers oft en view 
these teenagers as immature and rambunctious.

Growing recognition of 
emotion regulation diffi culties in ADHD
Relative to adolescents who do not have ADHD, adolescents with 
ADHD have signifi cant diffi  culty managing positive and negative 
emotions. In particular, adolescents with ADHD exhibit intense 
displays of negative and positive emotions, stronger reactions to 
frustration or stress, and more rapid and drastic changes be-
tween emotions. 

Recent evidence suggests that the extreme changes from day 
to day in positive and negative emotions among adolescents 
with ADHD is linked to less peer acceptance, more internal-
izing symptoms (anxiety, depression), and more external-
izing symptoms (ADHD, oppositionality, defi ance, conduct 
problems). Overall, poor emotion regulation may contrib-
ute to many of the negative outcomes they experience, 
such as engagement in risky behaviors including sub-
stance use, verbal and physical aggression, peer rejec-
tion, romantic diffi  culties, and family confl ict. 
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Strategies for parents to increase 
adolescent emotion regulation
Parents play an important role in adolescent emotion de-
velopment through their use of emotion socialization 
practices. Parent emotion socialization is an umbrella 
term used to describe emotion-focused parenting behav-
iors. It includes modeling of emotions and regulating 
emotions, discussing emotions, and responding to emo-
tional displays in others, particularly their children. 

When parents model helpful ways of dealing with nega-
tive emotions, such as talking to someone or taking space 
to calm down, and respond to their child’s negative emo-
tions by validating, coaching problem solving, and provid-
ing comfort, adolescents show better emotion regulation, 
more prosocial behaviors, and lower levels of anxiety, de-
pression, and aggression. In contrast, when parents model 
anger; engage in arguments or violence; and punish, mini-
mize, or escalate their teen’s negative emotions, it may fur-
ther exacerbate emotion regulation diffi  culties. 

Parents can use these four strategies to help improve 
adolescent emotion regulation:

1. Encourage your adolescent (and yourself) to develop 
a list of coping skills.

Coping skills are any behavior that help you feel better and 
are not harmful to yourself or someone else. Some common 
coping skills include talking to a friend or parent, exercising, 
listening to music, drawing or writing in a journal, taking a 
shower or bath, taking time (such as going to your room to 
calm down), taking deep breaths, or practicing mindfulness. 
Not all coping skills can be used in every situation. It is im-
portant for your adolescent to think of skills that can be used 
at home, at school, and in public situations when big emo-
tions and stressful or frustrating situations arise.

It is equally important that you support and acknowl-
edge when your adolescent is using a coping skill. Th is can 
be challenging at times. For example, if you and your ado-
lescent are having a conversation and they become upset 
and ask to go to their room to calm down before fi nishing 
the conversation. Th is is a great display of emotion regula-
tion and should be encouraged. However, it sometimes is 
mistakenly interpreted as the adolescent being disrespect-
ful or avoiding the parent or conversation. 

2. Listen, empathize, and validate your adolescent’s 
emotional experiences.

It is critical that parents help provide a supportive envi-
ronment where adolescents feel safe sharing their 
thoughts and emotions. Many times what we say as par-
ents is less important than showing that we are listening 
and care. In fact, at times asking direct questions might 

not be as eff ective as simply sitting back and listening. 
Adolescents are more likely to be open with their parents 
if they don’t feel pressured to share information.

Many well-intentioned parents try to solve problems for 
their children, or downplay their disappointments. How-
ever, it is important to empathize and validate your ado-
lescent’s feelings. You do not need to agree with or under-
stand your adolescent’s emotion to listen, express empathy 
for their experience, and validate the emotion they are 
experiencing. For example, try saying “I can tell this was 
really upsetting for you, I would be angry as well if my 
friend said something like that to me.” Emotions are oft en 
not rational, especially for children and adolescents. Just 
because an emotion is irrational does not make it any less 
real and does not make it wrong. Believing that you are 
wrong for feeling a certain way can make you feel worse.

3. Encourage your adolescent to engage 
in healthy habits.

Snickers was on to something when they developed their 
“You’re not you when you’re hungry” commercial series. 
Being “hangry”—that is, angry because you are hungry, is a 
very real experience for adolescents and adults alike.

Making sure your adolescent has eaten, received an 
adequate amount of sleep, and is engaging in regular 
physical activity all can help with managing emotions. 
Recommendations for these healthy habits include: 

● Healthy eating. Adolescents are encouraged to eat 
three meals a day with healthy snacks in between, 
and to drink at least eight glasses of water. It is hard 
to think, manage stress, and respond appropriately 
when you are hungry. 
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 ● Sleep. Adolescents are recommended to get eight to ten 
hours of sleep a night. Sleep schedules should be consistent, 
that is going to bed and waking up within a one-hour win-
dow each day of the week (for example, 7 AM on weekdays 
and 8 AM on weekends). Adolescents should avoid caffeine 
in the four to six hours before bed and technology use within 
at least thirty minutes before bed. 

 ● Exercise. Adolescents are recommended to get sixty minutes 
or more of physical activity each day. Regular exercise has been 
linked to better attention and mood and less anxiety. Exercise 
can also help adolescents burn off steam and feel more relaxed. 

4.	Recognize your emotions and stress levels.
Your emotional health is a priority, too! Think of the air mask 

analogy on airplanes—you need to take care of your own emo-
tional health first in order to take care of your adolescent’s emo-
tional health. Ensuring that you are in a good emotional state 
makes it more likely that you will respond in supportive and 
helpful ways when your adolescent experiences a negative emo-
tion. Utilize your coping skills, make sure you have some “me” 
time each day, and make sure you have adequate social support 
to manage the many stressors you experience in daily life.

Interventions targeting emotion regulation  
in adolescents with ADHD
Despite the overwhelming evidence for the presence and impact 
of emotion regulation difficulties among teenagers with ADHD, 
interventions are just beginning to target these specific difficulties. 

The RELAX (Regulating Emotions Like An eXpert) Intervention 
was developed to address the high levels of emotion regulation dif-
ficulties and family conflict experienced by adolescents with ADHD 
and their families. RELAX is in an eight-week group-based interven-

tion. Parents and teens meet separately for the first sixty minutes on 
skill-building activities and meet together for the last thirty minutes 
for a discussion activity, and to problem-solve skill use for their fam-
ily over the coming week. RELAX seeks to equip adolescents with 
coping, communication, and conflict management skills. RELAX 
also helps parents learn how to support their adolescents in using 
these skills and to utilize helpful emotion socialization practices. 

RELAX is unique in its structure of teaching skills to parents 
the week prior to adolescents in order to facilitate parental re-
flection and utilization of skills in their own lives. This helps par-
ents model these skills for adolescents and facilitates parents 
supporting their adolescents’ skill use in the following weeks. 
This structure is critical given the importance of emotion social-
ization for emotional development, and the fact that parents of 
teenagers with ADHD often experience emotion regulation dif-
ficulties and high levels of stress themselves.

In addition to this group-based intervention for adolescents 
with ADHD and their parents, several existing evidence-based 
interventions like cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and dialec-
tical behavior therapy (DBT) have been increasingly used with 
adolescents and adults with ADHD to address emotion dysregu-
lation. Check out the additional readings and resources for some 
RELAX, CBT, and DBT resources to help your teen with ADHD 
improve their emotion regulation. 
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