
Although you have probably heard of soft skills, you may be unsure of what they actually are or why they are 
important. 73% of employers say they are unsatisfied with the level of soft skills in recent graduates and 8 out of 
the top 10 skills for 2025 are soft skills. Emotional resilience is a category of soft skills that can set you apart. If you 
are emotionally resilient, you are able to understand and manage your emotions and stress. You are willing to take 
risks and can adapt and remain positive and confident.

EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE: WHAT IS IT AND WHY DO I CARE?

Emotional resilience is 
about managing your 
stress and emotions, 
staying positive, and 

adapting to situations so 
you can stay focused and 

achieve your goals. 

Do these statement describe you?
Do you keep stress at bay or does stress stop you in your tracks?
Do you know your strengths and have confidence you can 
successfully accomplish what you set out to do?
Do you stay calm and adapt to changes in plans?
Are you a positive person who defines experiences by what went 
well instead of what didn’t?

Emotional resilience skills.
Emotional resilience skills predict life 

satisfaction.* Experimental and economic 
studies suggest that childhood self-

control predicts physical health, substance 
dependence, personal finances, and 

criminal offending outcomes, following a 
gradient of self-control.**

*Soto, C. J., Napolitano, C. M., Sewell, M. N., Yoon, H. J., & Roberts, B. W. (in press). An integrative 
framework for conceptualizing and assessing social, emotional, and behavioral skills: The BESSI. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.

**Moffitt, T. E., et al. (February 15, 2011). A gradient of childhood self-control predicts health, 
wealth, and public safety. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of 
America, 108 (7) 2693-2698.

Emotional 
Resilience

Capacities used 
to regulate 

emotions and 
moods

Students with high emotional resilience look relaxed and composed. They 
remain calm and positive even before an exam and tend to handle stressful 
situations very well. 

Stress Regulation Capacity to regulate anxiety and fear, even in stressful situations

Anger Management Capacity to regulate anger and irritation

Confidence Regulation Capacity to maintain a positive opinion of oneself.

Capacity for Independence Capacity to think, work and make decisions by oneself
Adaptability Skill Capacity to try new things and adapt to change
Impulse Regulation Capacity to intentionally inhibit impulses
Capacity for Optimism Capacity to maintain a positive attitude, even in difficult 

circumstances

are SOFT SKILLS!8

The World Economic Forum’s 

Top 10 skills 

for 2025 

Technology Use
Technology Design 

Innovation
Active Learning

Complex Problem Solving
Critical Thinking

Creativity
Leadership
Reasoning
Resilience



Learn the stress cycle in the brain

In a calm brain, 
we wait for that 
conversation. In 
a stressed brain, 
amygdala makes 

The prefrontal 
cortex and the 

amygdala have a 
conversation to 
determine risk

How a brain is supposed to handle stress
Thalamus, your brain’s data manager, 
writes up a report that summarizes all 
the information your brain is taking 
in from the environment and sends it 
to your CEO and security monitor, so 
they can decide what to do.

Amygdala, your brain’s security 
monitor, gets the report before your 
CEO and decides whether or not you 
are in danger or if you can wait to 
have the CEO think through a good 
response. 

The prefrontal cortex, your brain’s 
CEO, gets the report and decides on 
the emotional response you should 
have. She uses logic and reason 
to make a good choice and sends 
instructions to all areas in your brain.

THE HAND MODEL
The story of your brain and stress

Imagine your fist is your brain. The wrist and palm are like the deep 
parts of our brain that regulate our vital body processes and keep us 
alive. The thumb is the internal part of our brain where emotions are 
processed. The fingers represent the prefrontal cortex where thinking, 
decision making and emotional regulation happen. 

These parts of our brain work systematically to take in sensory 
information from our environment, determine the level of threat and 
respond appropriately. When we have an anxious brain, the system 
breaks down and we make emotional decisions before our brain can 
process the threat level and use logic to generate an appropriate 
response.



Thalamus, your data manager, texts his report 
to the security monitor and sends it in snail mail 
to the CEO. Because we don’t always have time 
to think things through if we are in immediate 
danger, our data manager wants our security 
monitor to have the information immediately, so 
he can react quickly to get us out of immediate 
danger. Sometimes people have a very scared 
security monitor. Every report scares him and he 
overreacts and pushes the fire alarm, which tells 
the body to release stress hormones and start 
the fight versus flight response that is designed to 
keep us safe. Learning to manage our emotions 
means we need to help our security monitor 
accurately identify when we are in danger and 
when we are not.

The prefrontal 
cortex and the 

amygdala have a 
conversation to 
determine risk

If you have a hyperactive security monitor, the smallest 
triggers can set off a stress response. Once that stress 
response is started, the body shuts down the thinking 
portions of the brain where the executive functions 
live and sends all the energy to the parts of our brain 
that help our body fight or run. A brain in this state is 
not ready to learn. By the time the CEO gets the report, 
it may be too late to use reason or logic to calm the 
security monitor. You have to train your CEO to step in 
and have a conversation about the actual threat level so 
you can make a more informed decision.

If you think of your security monitor as a person in 
your brain, you can talk directly to them and teach 
them to relax and wait for the rest of the brain to 
process the contents of the report. This ensures the 
parts of the brain using logic and reason are accessible 
and activated during decision making and emotional 
regulation.

Sometimes your data manager is the problem. 
If your data manager is very negative about the 
world, he will look for facts to back up that belief. 
This is called a confirmation bias. He is working 
to confirm that he is right: the world is scary and 
bad. The report he sends to the CEO and security 
department ends up being flawed and incomplete. 
We can train our data manager to do a better job 
by looking for the good things in our environment. 
Each night before you go to bed, jot down two 
good things that happened that day. If your brain 
knows you are going to do that each day, your data 
manager knows he has to find two good things for 
you to report, so he will start looking for them. 
Eventually, his negative bias will go away and he 
will write more accurate reports. 

A broken stress response



DIRECTIONS: Describe your stages of stress. What does your body feel like when you are stressed? What 
does your body look like to others? What does your brain tell you? Consider these questions when you are 
first feeling stressed and when it has escalated to where you do not feel in control. Complete the other 
columns using what you know about the hand model and the five ways to calm a stressed brain. Use the 
stress plan suggestions on the next page for the second column. 

This type of chart can help ou set up an environment that will minimize your stress.  Share it with your 
family and friends. It can serve as a sort of social contract. They will know how to help you when you are 
stressed, so they are not escalating your stress. People around you want you to be successful. When stress is 
controlling your actions, your CEO is out to lunch. Controlling your environment can make sure your CEO has 
the chance to lead and make good decisions that will put you on the path to success.

STAGES OF STRESS What I can do to calm 
myself down

What others can do to 
help me calm down

What others should NOT 
do because it will only 
make my stress worse

How I feel a little stress 
and start to worry

How I feel a lot of stress 
and lose control

Work on building your emotional resiliency anywhere, anytime - at home, at school, with friends, or on the go.
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE: HOW TO BUILD IT

Make a Name it - Own it - Control it chart



Work on building your emotional resiliency anywhere, anytime - at home, at school, with friends, or on the go.
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE: HOW TO BUILD IT

Learning to calm a stressed brain can help 
you keep your emotions in check.  

Make a Stress Plan 

DRINK A GLASS OF WATER. 
Water metabolizes (breaks down) cortisol, the stress chemical 
our body produces when we are stressed. We need to reduce this 
chemical in our body for our brain to return to a thinking state. 
When our bodies are full of cortisol, we are in a fight or flight 
mode and our logic center is not activated.

LOOK UP. 
Our eyes activate portions of our brain. When we look up, we are 
thinking with the front of our brain. This is why we sometimes 
tend to look up when we are thinking. When we look ahead, we 
are engaging our senses. When we look down, we engage our 
limbic system, or emotional center. This is why we look down 
when we are ashamed or sad. If we are looking straight, we are 
activating our senses and taking in the environment. To reduce 
stress, look up. This activates our prefrontal cortex where we can 
use logic to control our anger or stress response.  

BUILD A CALMING CORNER. 
Figure out what calms you down. Music? Reading? Certain 
calming scents? Create a space you can go to or practices you can 
do when you are out that will calm your brain. Bring headphones 
with you and have a playlist of calming music. Make a space in 
your room with calming objects, scents and pictures that make 
you happy. Put some pictures above you so you will look up. 

BREATHE. 
Deep breathing can relax the body and reduce the stress 
response. Make sure you are breathing correctly. To learn to 
breathe correctly, lie on the floor and place a book on your 
stomach. Breathe deeply and try to raise the book as much as you 
can. When you need to breathe deeply, place your hands on your 
stomach and visualize the book going up and down.

DESIGN A NAME IT, OWN IT, CONTROL IT PLAN. 
We all need support to help us when we are feeling emotionally 
out of control. Follow the steps on the following page to create 
a self-advocacy plan that clearly identifies what you need to do 
when you are stressed and how others can help yhow your chil-
dren experiences stress, what they can do to calm their brains and 
bodies, what you can do to support them and what you should 
not do because it will make the stress worse.


