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Generating Positive Emotions 
in Stressful Experiences

Abstract:  The complexity inherent in socio-cultural reality frequently engenders numerous 
challenging and stress-inducing circumstances in the lives of both adults and children. These 
situations predominantly elicit negative emotions and distress. Susan Folkman and Judith 
Moskowitz emphasize the importance of nurturing positive emotions amidst such stress-laden 
interactions and their adaptive function within the context of the stress phenomenon. They 
assert that positive emotions can manifest amidst stressful scenarios through the pursuit and 
eventual discovery of positive meaning. The traditional stress model proposed by Richard S. 
Lazarus and Susan Folman, encompassing problem-focused coping and emotion-focused 
coping, underwent augmentation by Susan Folkman and Judith Moskowitz, who introduced 
a third coping mechanism for stress, termed meaning-focused coping. This article under-
takes an examination of the theoretical attributes pertaining to the aforementioned facets 
of stressful situations. This inquiry is substantiated by an illustrative excerpt from empirical 
research, delving into the experiences of younger school-aged children grappling with stressful 
situations and the strategies they employ to engender positive emotions within such contexts. 
The empirical investigation encompassed a cohort of 280 children in the third grade within 
the elementary school setting. This research drew upon the diagnostic survey method, in 
conjunction with interviews and questionnaires. The pursuit of identifying and discovering 
positive meanings within stress-inducing occurrences, along with the positive emotions as-
sociated with them, assumes pivotal significance. This importance extends beyond adaptive 
stress management, contributing significantly to the cultivation of an individual’s psychological 
resilience and, concurrently, mitigating challenges related to socialization disorders.
Key words: stress transaction models, positive emotions in stress, meaning-focused coping, 
individual’s mental resilience.
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Introduction

The multi-dimensionality of socio-cultural reality, linked to transformations in the 
global functioning of the world, reflects indeterminacy, the absence of universal 
values, a multitude of discourses, an overload of information, the necessity of making 
numerous decisions, and the constant adaptation to ever-changing life conditions. 
It places numerous demands on the individual, often challenges they struggle to 
meet. Confronting these challenges often generates numerous stressful areas, both 
in the lives of adults and children. In the lives of adults, these stressors may include:
	—	 unemployment, the prolonged duration of which can lead to social poverty 

and destitution;
	—	 relentless pace of daily life, a constant race towards success and excellence, 

the necessity of professional mobility, non-standard working hours, work 
overload, or labor migration;

	—	 dysfunctional interpersonal relationships within the family, exemplified by 
marital disputes, separations, divorces, and various pathologies.
Examining the stressful areas for children in the context of their functioning 

in a complex contemporary society, we can distinguish, following Hart:
	—	 family-related stress reflecting the aforementioned parental disputes, divorces, 

separations, unemployment, financial difficulties, as well as conflicts between 
siblings, an unregulated lifestyle, or family illnesses and deaths;

	—	 school-related stress caused by tests and other methods of assessing knowledge, 
high demands from teachers and parents regarding academic performance, 
and an excessive number of extracurricular activities;

	—	 peer group-related stress associated with the desire to integrate with them, 
occupy a specific position – that of an accepted and liked child. Rejection by 
peers and situations of aggression or violence experienced within the group pose 
an extremely difficult problem for the child (Pilecka, Fryt 2011, pp. 36–37).
Emphasis should be placed on the stress experienced by children, stemming in 

part from their growth outside the family and the prolonged hours spent in various 
institutions such as preschool, school, after-school programs, interest groups, sports 
clubs, etc. The institutionalization of childhood, understood as the determination 
of children’s daily lives by institutions, often results in the unmet natural need 
for security (Nyczaj-Drąg 2005, pp. 150–154). Children today are also expected 
to adapt to new forms of family life (cohabitant families, reconstructed families, 
patchwork families, Living Apart Together) (Danilewicz 2008, pp. 190–191; 
Nowak 2012, pp. 11–14).

Stressful situations in the life of an individual are a reflection of the 
aforementioned demands placed on them, which may be on the verge of their 
capabilities or impossible to fulfill. The imbalance between demands and capabilities 
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gives rise to emotions, usually of negative value and typically with high intensity. 
In such a case we are dealing with distress, which is unpleasant stress, deprivation 
stress, overload stress leading to illness, associated with stressors generating 
suffering, frustration, thwarting, and aggressive behaviors (such as a situation of 
peer rejection). However, Hans Selye, who first used the term “stress” in an article 
published in 1936 titled A Syndrome Produced by Diverse Noxious Agents (the journal 
‘Nature’), distinguishes not only the aforementioned distress but also eustress 
associated with stressors motivating effort and life achievements, with positive-
value emotions containing pleasant sensations of joy, satisfaction, fulfillment, 
and self-expression (such as winning first place in a competition). In eustress, 
therefore, we experience numerous positive emotions (Terelak 2001, pp. 26–27).

Identifying the presence of benefits in stressful experiences, including positive 
emotions and their impact on the individual in these experiences, requires a – 
even brief – review of the trends in defining stress.

Approaches to Defining Stress

In defining stress, we distinguish three trends. The first trend considers stress 
in terms of a stimulus, situation, or external event with specific properties. 
This perspective is represented by Irving L. Janis’s theory of emotional tension, 
defining psychological stress as “such a change in the environment that typically, 
i.e., in an average person, induces a high degree of emotional tension that 
hinders normal responses” (Janis 1958, p. 7). This first trend is consistent with 
the concept of stressful life events by Barbara Snell and Bruce P. Dohrenwend 
(Terelak 2001, pp. 30–36), which plays a significant role in the physical and 
mental functioning of individuals, such as the death of loved ones, divorce, illness, 
serious injury, or personal harm. It is worth noting that this list also includes 
events such as extraordinary personal achievements or the clearance of credit or 
mortgage, signaling that the stress events mentioned by the authors are not only 
associated with negative emotions but also positive ones. The nature of these 
events indicates that they are high-intensity occurrences, meaning they can take 
on the characteristics of critical life events, reflecting values highly valued by the 
individual. The essential characteristic of critical life events is that they significantly 
disrupt the functioning of the individual-environment system, leading to a state of 
destabilization, a disruption of balance that renders previous behavioral patterns 
insufficient and ineffective. Critical life events, therefore, require significant changes 
in adaptive mechanisms, necessitating the reorganization of one’s existence, 
marking a turning point in an individual’s life. Since they are associated with 
emotions of different sign, they can potentially be bivalent: positive (birth of a 
brother or sister) or negative (divorce, death of a parent), so they may either 
worsen or improve the individual’s status (Sęk 1991, pp. 30–40). 
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The second trend in defining psychological stress relates to specific internal 
reactions of humans and is associated with the name of Hans Selye. In his 
biological approach to stress, Selye considered it a nonspecific response of the 
organism, resulting from the action of harmful stimuli or stressors. Psychological 
concepts have framed it as an unpleasant emotional reaction, usually of an 
anxious nature (Heszen 2013, p.23). 

In the third trend of defining psychological stress, emphasis is placed on 
the relationship (interaction, transaction) between external factors and human 
characteristics. In the Polish relational approach to stress, researchers such as 
Tadeusz Tomaszewski, Janusz Reykowski, and Jan Strelau have addressed this. 
Tadeusz Tomaszewski equates stress with a ‘difficult situation,’ which he relates to 
the psychological theory of a person in a difficult situation. The author identifies 
several types of difficulties, attributing stress significance to them. These include 
situations of deprivation, situations of overload, situations of hindrance, situations 
of threat, and situations of conflict. Difficult situations are defined by Tadeusz 
Tomaszewski as “situations in which there is a discrepancy between human 
needs or tasks and the possibilities of satisfying these needs or completing tasks” 
(Tomaszewski 1984, p. 134). Meanwhile, Janusz Reykowski, based on the theory 
of a difficult situation by Tadeusz Tomaszewski, focuses on the regulatory role of 
“incoming information from the environment, which is in various relations to the 
individual’s aspirations (aspiration is understood as a certain form of coordination 
of nervous processes, governing the organized course of goal-directed activity) 
and expectations (by which he means the organization of cognitive processes, 
conditioning the anticipation of events, dependent or independent of the subject)” 
(Terelak 2001, p. 81). According to Janusz Reykowski’s theory, the essence of 
stress lies in information flowing to the individual (such as tasks, difficulties, 
failures) that burden the regulation system – threatening and disrupting the 
functioning of that system. On the other hand, Jan Strelau conceptualizes stress, 
perceiving it as a “state characterized by strong negative emotions such as fear, 
anxiety, anger, hostility, and other emotional states inducing distress, along with 
associated physiological and biochemical changes that clearly exceed the basal 
level of activation” (Strelau 2000, p. 92). This state reflects the imbalance between 
demands and the individual’s capabilities to fulfill them. In the outlined trends of 
defining stress, it is not difficult to notice an emphasis primarily on the negative 
dimension of emotional processes.

Moving on to the most frequently cited theory of stress in contemporary 
foreign psychology, we must mention Richard S. Lazarus and Susan Folkman’s 
transactional theory of stress, defining stress as a specific relationship “between 
a person and the environment, evaluated by the individual as burdensome or 
exceeding their resources and threatening their well-being” (Lazarus, Folkman 
1984, p. 19). This theory will be particularly invoked in the context of positive 
emotions in the following considerations. “Transaction” as the basic concept of this 



Generating Positive Emotions in Stressful Experiences

(pp. 133–147)    137

theory is associated with the situational context and the individual’s relationship 
with the environment. The mentioned transaction undergoes ‘cognitive appraisal’ 
by the subject, which is reflected in primary and secondary appraisals. The primary 
appraisal concerns the assessment of the significance of a given transaction for 
one’s own position and well-being. It can be categorized as: irrelevant, favorably 
positive, or stressful. If identified as a stressful transaction, it is appraised in the 
categories of: 1. harms/loss, 2. threat, 3. challenge. All these appraisals are linked 
to emotions. Regarding harm/loss, emotions such as anger, sorrow, and regret are 
involved, reflecting the loss of objects valued by the individual, as the loss of good 
reputation, social acceptance, or a close person. Threat, reflecting fear, anxiety, 
and worry, pertains to anticipating the aforementioned harms, foreseeing the 
possibility of their occurrence. Challenge encompasses both the negative emotions 
mentioned earlier, as well as the anticipation of benefits and the emergence of 
positive emotions such as hope, enthusiasm, excitement, or joy. If the individual 
evaluates a given situation unfavorably or stressfully in the primary appraisal, a 
secondary appraisal of the situation occurs. It involves assessing the possibilities 
of taking specific actions to mitigate the causes of stress, its sources, and one’s 
own resources for coping with stress. 

‘Coping with stress,’ alongside the concepts of ‘transaction’ and ‘cognitive 
appraisal of the subject,’ is another central concept in the discussed theory. All 
components of a stressful situation form a specific whole, interacting with each 
other. In the coping process, efforts are made to improve the situation that is 
the source of stress, aiming to change the relationship between demands and 
capabilities and enhance the troublesome emotional state. This involves mastering 
emotions triggered by the stressful situation. Therefore, Richard Lazarus and 
Susan Folkman distinguish two fundamental functions of coping: task-focused 
(problem-solving), focusing on improving the unfavorable relationship between 
demands and capabilities, and on self-regulation of negative emotions. This 
includes reducing unpleasant tension and alleviating other negative emotional 
states (Terelak 2001, pp. 69–73).

Coping Focused on Meaning and Positive Emotions 
in Stressful Transactions

Emotions are an inherent component of every stressful situation, usually analyzed 
in a predominantly negative dimension within the context of this situation. In the 
aforementioned theory of Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman, positive emotions 
were considered in the primary assessment of the situation, specifically empha-
sizing the possibility of experiencing positive emotions in the challenge category 
(hope, enthusiasm, joy, excitement). However, it was not until the mid-1990s that 
attention began to focus more significantly on positive emotions in stressful tran-
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sactions. Appropriate prominence was given to such emotions by Susan Folkman 
(Folkman 1997, pp. 1207–1221), who, together with Judith Moskowitz, expanded 
the classic – presented above – model of the coping process to include ‘meaning-
centered coping’ (in addition to the aforementioned problem-centered coping and 
emotion-centered coping) (Folkman, Moskowitz 2006, pp. 193–208). The essen-
ce of this third strategy is re-evaluating the meaning, which may relate to the 
assessment of a specific situation and also occur at a global level, connecting to 
universal values, beliefs about the world, and oneself.

Meaning-focused coping, as indicated, can take specific forms, such as:
	—	 realigning priorities in the face of a stressful event that hinders the pursuit 

of existing priorities;
	—	 adaptive goal transformation, involving the reassessment of the possibility of 

achieving previous goals, abandoning unattainable goals, and replacing them 
with new ones;

	—	 finding benefits in stressful experiences (e.g., realizing one is stronger and 
more resilient after challenging experiences);

	—	 recalling past achievements when experiencing stress;
	—	 imbuing ordinary events with positive meaning (enjoying nature, listening to 

music, hearing kind words from other people);
	—	 reinforcing positive affect by triggering positive events, used as a way to get 

direct relief from emotional discomfort (such as spending time with friends). 
Meaning-focused coping plays a fundamental role in generating positive 

emotions in stressful transactions. According to this new approach, positive 
emotions support the two coping functions present in the classical stress model – 
problem-focused and emotion-focused – and also interact with the third function, 
namely meaning-focused coping. Positive emotions serve an adaptive role, allowing 
individuals to divert attention from stressors, providing moments of relief, thereby 
protecting resources that are not currently being expended. They sustain coping 
efforts necessary in the coping process, leading to increased self-esteem and a 
sense of effectiveness, which are essential psychological resources. They also 
contribute to the release from unfavorable physiological consequences of stress.

In addition, it is worth noting specific coping processes for inducing positive 
emotions, which include:
	—	 positive reappraisal,
	—	 problem-focused coping (goal-oriented),
	—	 creating positive events, and imbuing ordinary events with positive affect 

(Folkman 1997, pp. 1207–1221; Folkman, Moskowitz 2000, pp. 115–118).
Positive reappraisal reflects cognitive transformation of a stressful situation to 

view it in a better light. Strategies for positive reappraisal include:
	—	 treating a stressful situation as an opportunity for personal growth, acquiring 

wisdom, patience;
	—	 learning important life skills;
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	—	 appreciating the value of life;
	—	 strengthening faith, spirituality, and improving relationships with others.

As stated by Irena Heszen, a common thread among the aforementioned 
benefits of stressful experiences is finding meaning in them. There is a noticeable 
clear connection between the previously described meaning-focused coping 
and positive reappraisal. The benefits found in stressful situations relate to the 
individual’s values, goals, and beliefs (Heszen 2013, pp. 88–89). 

Another coping process serving to evoke positive emotions is associated with 
problem-focused coping. As previously demonstrated, it constitutes one of the 
two fundamental coping functions. However, it may seem somewhat controversial 
when it comes to generating positive emotions for at least two reasons: when 
the stressor cannot be controlled, and when achieving goals is associated with 
unpleasant experiences. Susan Folkman, however, shows that even in such 
moments, we can find positive emotions. In the first case, for instance, dealing 
with an incurable disease, our actions provide relief, reduce the suffering and pain 
of the sick person. In the second case, disappointment with the achieved result 
redirects attention from the stressor, focusing on the set goal rather than the 
source of stress. It is crucial to emphasize that achieving expected results becomes 
a source of positive emotions expressed in a sense of self-efficacy, mastery, control, 
and high self-esteem. Moreover, in the context of actions taken for others, we 
can be recipients of positive reinforcements from the social environment (external 
reinforcement) and those associated with a sense of duty (internal reinforcement).

The coping process for triggering positive emotions is also creating positive 
events and imbuing ordinary events with positive affect, which are aimed 
directly at improving the emotional state. In times of stress, we often desire to 
momentarily forget, surround ourselves with other matters, and depart from the 
stress-laden area. This allows us to organize a pleasant meeting or engage in other 
entertainment activities – going to the cinema, theater, or a concert, involving the 
creation of positive events. Ordinary daily situations, after reappraisal, can also 
become a source of pleasant experiences.

The illustrated processes convincingly demonstrate that coping can serve 
as an impulse for triggering positive emotions in all cognitive, behavioral, and 
emotional spheres.

An empirical illustration of the mentioned meaning-focused coping and the 
ability to find positive emotions in stressful situations will be the statements of 
children in the younger school age. They concern a segment of extensive research 
on stressful situations experienced by children completing early school education 
– specifically, children attending the third grade of primary school (8- and 9-year-
olds). The research, aimed at characterizing various aspects of childhood stress, 
was conducted based on reports from 280 children, the opinions of their mothers 
(280 mothers), and 100 early school education teachers. The research employed 
a diagnostic survey method, as well as questionnaire and interview techniques. 
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Regarding the analyzed aspect of stressful experiences, children were asked the 
following question: Is it possible to find something beneficial, good, positive in 
stressful situations, situations filled with negative emotions (fear/anxiety, sadness 
or anger/rage)? (Cywińska 2017, pp. 245–248). The responses from children to 
this question were largely affirmative, as indicated in Table 1.1 They signify the 
perception by children of a stressful situation as an opportunity to cope with it, 
not only in the classical way (by dealing with the problem and emotions) but 
also by finding benefits in stressful experiences and arousing positive emotions. 

Table 1. Children’s statements regarding finding benefits in stressful experiences (N = 280)

Answer
Girls Boys Total Aged 8 Aged 9 Total

N % N % N N % N % N

Yes 96 65.31 89 66.92 185 40 63.49 145 66.82 185

No 51 34.69 44 33.08  95 23 36.51 72 33.18  95

TOTAL 280 280

The chi-square test 
results are as follows:

χ² = 0.0808565; 
df = 1; p = 0.77614

χ² = 0.2412599; 
df =1; p = 0.62330

Source: Cywińska 2017, p. 245.

Children were also asked to provide examples justifying their affirmative 
responses.2 An analysis of these responses reveals a coping process in children 
based on positive reappraisal and its specific strategies discussed in previous 
considerations. such as:
	—	 treating a stressful situation as an opportunity for personal growth, acquiring 

wisdom, patience (“I practice acrobatics and sometimes I encounter some 
difficulties, but when I practice and improve, it’s good…”; “When I was left 
alone for hours at home, I was afraid, but then I learned how to assemble a 
cut & glue airplane model and I learned something…);

	—	 learning important life skills (“…first, I got into a fight, which was bad, 
but the good part is that I learned to resolve conflicts…”; “…in a difficult 
situation, it’s good that through it, we learn to overcome it…”; “…you can 

	 1	 Neither gender nor age are differentiating factors in children’s statements, as the results of the 
chi-square test are statistically insignificant (gender: p = 0.77614; age: p = 0.62330).
	 2	 During individual interviews children were asked to “back up” a positive answer, provide exam-
ples of positive consequences of stressful situations. Unfortunately, the question proved challenging 
for children in the examined age category. Many of them could not point out such examples, seem-
ingly knowing intuitively only that positive aspects of challenging situations can be found. However, 
examples provided by some children indicate a reflection on the difficulties they encounter and their 
impact on the emotional, social, and intellectual aspects of the child’s world.
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learn how to talk with others, it can come in handy, because when you are 
an adult you have to talk with others…”);

	—	 appreciating the value of life (“…when you walk, for example, over a big 
cleft and it’s dangerous, you can also enjoy nice views…”);

	—	 strengthening faith and spirituality and improving relationships with others 
(“…my friend Leon broke his arm during the vacations, he couldn’t do 
anything, I helped him, thanks to the broken arm we got to know each other 
and became friends….”) (Cywińska 2017, pp. 246–247).
Examples of children’s statements regarding specific positive reappraisal 

strategies indicate that some of them have undergone cognitive transformation of 
challenging situations in their lives. This transformation enables them to perceive 
beneficial and ‘valuable’ aspects of stressful situations. It can also be observed that 
some of the children involved in the study have initiated a developmental process 
in understanding the significance of difficult life situations, their impact on the 
individual, the meaning of overcoming difficulties. They are on a ‘path’ where 
they begin to independently seek ways to cope with stressful events, ponder, ask 
questions, and show reflexivity in the face of complex life circumstances. This 
‘moment’ needs to be seized by supporting children in this area of actions. 

The mentioned empirical studies also revealed that the children, in stressful 
situations, resort to another (besides positive reappraisal) coping process aimed at 
eliciting positive emotions, which involves creating positive events and saturating 
ordinary events with positive affect. This is evidenced by children’s statements 
relating to the following questions posed to them:
	—	 What can be done to cope with a problem causing fear/anxiety, anger/

resentment, sadness?
	—	 What can be done to cope with fear/anxiety, anger/resentment, sadness?

The answers to such questions are summarized in Table 2 and Table 3.3 They 
show that children ‘adopt’ the five strategies listed below:
	1)	 seeking guidance and support;
	2)	 making attempts to forget about the problem;
	3)	 engaging in alternative forms of activity;
	4)	 expressive discharge of emotions;
	5)	 considering different ways to solve a problem.

Among the mentioned strategies are attempts to forget the problem and 
engaging in alternative forms of activity. Children mention these strategies 
immediately after the dominant one, seeking guidance and support. However, 

	 3	 In the characterization of stress coping strategies focusing on problem and emotion, a signifi-
cant percentage of the surveyed children did not provide answers to questions regarding this issue 
(therefore, the data in Table 2 and Table 3 do not add up to 280). Empirical research has shown that 
children were unable to identify ways to cope in challenging or stressful situations, or their responses 
were inadequate in relation to the questions asked.
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due to the chosen focus in this article, these specific strategies will not be further 
analyzed. 

Table 2. Children’s accounts regarding the problem-focused strategies they employ4 

Answer
Girls Boys Total Aged 8 Aged 9 Total

N % N % N N % N % N

Considering diffe-
rent ways to solve a 
problem

8 5.44 4 3.01 12 2 3.17 10 4.61 12

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² =1.008990; df =1; p = 0.31514 χ² = 0.244654; df =1; p = 0.62086

Making attempts 
to forget about the 
problem

23 15.65 28 21.05 51 3 4.76 48 22.12 51

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² =1.370040; df =1; p = 0.24180 χ² = 9.875237; df =1; p = 0.00168

Seeking guidance 
and support

56 38.10 20 15.04 76 18 28.57 58 26.73 76

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² =18.77211; df =1; p = 0.00001 χ² = 0.083890; df =1; p = 0.77209

Undertaking alter-
native forms of ac-
tivity

22 14.97 28 21.05 50 10 15.87 40 18.43 50

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² =1.763539; df =1; p = 0.18418 χ² = 0.218170; df =1; p = 0.64044

Expressive dischar-
ge of emotions

15 10.20 17 12.78 32 8 12.70 24 11.06 32

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² = 0.458404; df =1; p = 0.49837 χ² = 0.129494; df=1; p= 0.71896

Source: Cywińska 2017, p. 227.

	 4	 There is a statistical relationship in relation to the strategy denoting attempts to forget the prob-
lem (p = 0.00168), which shows that 9-year-old children (22.12%) were significantly more likely than 
8-year-old children (4.76%) to declare the use of this type of strategy.
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Table 3. Children’s accounts of the emotion-focused strategies they employ

Answer
Girls Boys Total Aged 8 Aged 9 Total

N % N % N N % N % N

Considering diffe-
rent ways to solve a 
problem

7 4.76 1 0.75 8 3 4.76 5 2.30 8

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² = 4.045408; df =1; p = 0.04429 χ² =1.062619; df =1; p = 0.30262

Making attempts 
to forget about the 
problem

23 15.65 30 22.56 53 9 14.29 44 20.28 53

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² =2.172691; df =1; p = 0.14048 χ² =1.141889; df =1; p = 0.28525

Seeking guidance 
and support

34 23.13 23 17.29 57 9 14.29 48 22.12 57

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ²=1.466833; df =1; p = 0.22585 χ² =1.848234; df =1; p = 0.17399

Undertaking alter-
native forms of ac-
tivity

30 20.41 21 15.79 51 11 17.46 40 18.43 51

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² = 0.999905; df =1; p = 0.31733 χ² = 0.031021; df =1; p = 0.86019

Expressive dischar-
ge of emotions

20 13.61 15 11.28 35 2 3.17 33 15.21 35

The chi-square test 
results are as fol-
lows:

χ² = 0.345762; df =1; p = 0.55652 χ² = 6.463316; df =1; p = 0.01101

Source: Cywińska 2017, pp. 228–229.

Illustrations of the strategy focusing on trying to forget the problem include the 
following statements from children: “you can fall asleep”, “I escape into daydreams, 
fantasize”, “you can think about something nice and calm down”, “I think 
about nice things”, “you can daydream”, “you can not think about it, forget about 
the problem”, “you can go to sleep”, “you can forget about a bad thing”, “you can 
think about something else”, “you can recall something nice”, “I think about good 
things”, “I think about something cheerful” (Cywińska 2017, p. 230).

On the other hand, illustrations of the strategy of engaging in alternative 
activities include statements such as: “I play and go outside”, “I draw, play board 
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games”, “I go out to the swimming pool, play sports”, “I eat ice cream, read a 
book”, “you can play with your pet”, “I try to keep myself busy with something”, 
“you can play with your friends”, “you can read or play an instrument”, “you can 
play with your mom or with your brother”, “you can watch TV”, “you can pet 
animals”, “I watch cartoons” (Cywińska 2017, pp. 230–231).

These strategies encompass defense mechanisms aimed at regulating 
emotions. These mechanisms are unconscious processes whose task is to reduce 
or alleviate anxiety resulting from motivational conflicts or situations difficult 
for the individual. An important function of defense mechanisms is also to 
protect an individual’s sense of dignity, high self-esteem, and positive self-image 
(Grzegołowska-Klarkowska 1986, pp. 34–40). It is noteworthy that defense 
mechanisms are not innate properties of the individual but result from the process 
of socialization. They develop in individuals as a result of their functioning in 
various social groups, cultural systems, and institutional frameworks. A person 
learns to avoid thoughts of an event that triggers negative emotions, and often 
the associations that lead to those thoughts. It should also be noted that defense 
mechanisms belong to unrealistic forms of protection against difficult situations 
and are temporarily adaptive. They alleviate the symptoms of stress, but do not 
remove its causes. It is worth emphasizing that self-soothing is often a condition 
for coping with a problem, enabling one to reach the stressor and overcome it. 

In the context of the considerations of this article, it is also noteworthy 
that the children surveyed, in stressful situations, seek not only ways to reduce 
emotional tension of a negative nature but also attempt to arouse positive 
emotions in themselves during difficult moments, ones that are uplifting and 
provide relief from distress.

Selected Determinants of Benefit Perception 
in a Stressful Event

In coping with stress, including the arousal of positive emotions, individual 
characteristics play a crucial role, with particular emphasis on resilient personality 
(Kobasa 1979, p. 3–32). Resilient personality is characterized by components such as:
	—	 control, reflecting the belief in an individual’s own ability to control or influ-

ence events experienced by the individual;
	—	 engagement, expressing the ability to dynamically engage in one’s own life 

activities;
	—	 challenge, which entails an expectation that life changes will be an exciting 

experience for subsequent development.
In the development of the outlined personality above, experiences of 

childhood, family interactions, and other important environments in a child’s 
life (kindergarten, school, peer groups) play an extremely important role in 
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shaping the individual’s psychological resilience. The phenomenon of resilience is 
considered as the ability to cope in difficult situations, “providing the opportunity 
to emerge whole, or at least with minimal psychological damage” (Sikorska 2016, 
p. 15). In the context of coping processes, resilience should be considered as the 
most effective form of coping. It is emphasized that resilience can be viewed 
not only as an ability or trait but also as “children’s competence in effectively 
completing developmental tasks or achieving positive adaptation despite chronic 
threats in their lives, sometimes of considerable strength” (Pilecka, Fryt 2011, p. 
51). This suggests its potential for development. In this dimension, the importance 
of individual resources of the individual (their specific internal and external 
resources) that develop over the course of the individual’s life, especially in the 
early years, is recognized.

The characteristics of resilience present specific models of psychological 
resilience, including Paul LeBuffe’s and Jack Naglieri’s model, Norman Constantine’s 
model with a team, Edith Grotberg’s model, Sandra Prince-Embury’s model, and 
Klaus Frohlich-Gildhoff and his team’s model. In these considerations, Edith 
Grotberg’s model of psychological resilience will be highlighted, which emphasizes 
three sources of this resilience: I have, I am, I can. These will be related to the 
childhood period. 

The factors in the I have category refer to external resources that provide 
support for the child. They include:
	—	 trusting relationships with others (unconditional love from parents and care-

givers);
	—	 clear rules of conduct formulated in the family environment, compliance with 

which is rewarded for the child, and in case of non-compliance, help is pro-
vided to understand these rules and their behavior;

	—	 encouragement to be autonomous – adults, in particular, should encourage 
the child to be independent, seek help in difficult situations. 
The second category of factors is related to the I am relationship, which 

reflects the child’s internal characteristics associated with feelings, attitudes, and 
beliefs. These include the child’s awareness that:
	—	 they are loved, liked, deserving of attention;
	—	 they are loving, empathetic, altruistic;
	—	 they are proud of themselves, having a sense of worthiness and self-reco-

gnition; 
	—	 they are independent and responsible. 

The last category of factors is represented by the I can relationship showing 
social competence, interpersonal skills referring specifically to: 
	—	 communicating – expressing one’s thoughts and feelings, as well as reading 

the emotions of others;
	—	  problem-solving – negotiating proposals for their solution;
	—	 coping with one’s own emotions and impulsiveness;
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	—	 establishing trusting relationships with other people (Grotberg 2000; Pilecka, 
Fryt 2011, pp. 54–56).
At the core of the three categories of resilience factors identified by Edith 

Grotberg lies the necessity of developing cognitive abilities in children enabling 
them to effectively solve problems, as well as developing and testing the 
effectiveness of coping strategies employed in difficult situations. These abilities 
also play a significant role in the process of creating a secure attachment of the 
child to the parents (Schaffer 2008, pp. 128–132), which in turn affects the 
development of children’s sense of self-efficacy, locus of control, self-regulation, 
and self-control, which greatly contribute to the development of individual 
psychological resilience. 

Conclusion

Stressful situations are challenging experiences, difficult to cope with for both 
adults and children. Therefore, the ability to effectively and constructively cope 
with them in a way that protects one’s own “self” is extremely important, inc-
luding seeking ways to support individuals in dealing with the problem and the 
prevailing negative emotions. The ability to reevaluate the significance of stress-
ful events and generate positive emotions in them is invaluable. They serve as 
a basis for building courage, hope, unleashing internal strength to cope with 
stressors, and finding specific benefits in them. It should be added that positive 
emotions, by improving human functioning in many areas of life, including stress-
ful situations, activate cognitive processes involving problem-solving and achieving 
satisfaction and fulfillment. They also facilitate the mitigation of socialization di-
sorders. Therefore, theoretical and empirical focus on the presence and significan-
ce of positive emotions in psychological stress – both in the lives of adults and 
children – is cognitively crucial for both theory and pedagogical practice. It can 
serve as inspiration for further in-depth theoretical analyses and empirical initia-
tives in this area.
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