
Healing & Hope For Our Kids

Teaching Teens Radical Acceptance: 
A Path to Emotional Regulation

As the parent of a teenager, you know that 
adolescence can be an emotional rollercoaster 
for kids and parents alike. Teen brains are still 
developing, specifically the prefrontal cortex that 
helps regulate emotions is not yet fully developed. 
At the same time, teens face new social pressures, 
changing relationships with family, friends and 
significant others, greater academic expectations, 
fluctuating hormones, and looming big life decisions. 
It’s the perfect storm for turbulent emotions like 
anxiety, frustration, sadness, even despair or rage.

As a parent, your instinct is likely to want to solve your teen’s problems, calm the emotional 
storms, or convince them everything will be okay. But what if there was a way to teach your 
teen skills to self-soothe and regulate their own emotions over the long run? Practicing 
radical acceptance can give adolescents tools to build emotional resilience and mental 
wellness as they navigate challenges now and into adulthood.

What is Radical Acceptance?

Radical acceptance means completely accepting reality as it is in this moment. It means 
acknowledging what is true right now without trying to change it, fight it, or turn away from 
it. Radical acceptance allows us to clearly see reality so that we can respond thoughtfully 
instead of reacting emotionally. It frees us from additional suffering we heap onto unpleasant 
situations or emotions through denial, resistance, or attempts to force change.

Radical acceptance is not the same as approval, consent or submission. Accepting reality 
does not mean you agree with or condone what has occurred or that you will stop advocating 
for positive change. It simply means you acknowledge current conditions. As an example, 
if your teen fails a test, radical acceptance means recognizing that they did indeed fail 
and feeling the natural disappointment without castigating them as an eternal failure or a 
disappointment to you. Failing one test does not dictate anyone’s self-worth or potential.
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Why Teach Teens Radical Acceptance?

Research shows that practicing radical acceptance can help both kids and adults regulate 
difficult emotions, reduce anxiety and depression, and improve satisfaction and wellbeing. 
It gives your teen tools to handle adversity and challenging situations in a mentally healthy 
way instead of avoiding problems or dwelling on what can’t be changed. Benefits include:

•	 Less emotional suffering when faced with negative situations that are out of one’s control
•	 Develops ability to regulate anger, resentment, sadness
•	 Frees teens from fixating on the unchangeable past or unknowable future
•	 Reduces anxiety and feelings of panic
•	 Allows for clear-headed analysis of options and next right actions
•	 Promotes resilience and ability to handle setbacks

Radical acceptance is a skill that takes time and ongoing practice to master but can serve 
your teen well now and throughout adulthood. Think of it as mental strength training. As 
with building physical muscles at the gym, radical acceptance takes repetitions before it 
becomes reflexive when the fight or flight response kicks in, but the payoff is high.

How to Teach Radical Acceptance to Teens

Parents can model radical acceptance in response to everyday frustrations and challenges. 
You can also directly teach teens how to practice it by following a few simple steps when 
difficulties arise:

1.	 Pause and Breathe - Strong emotions often accompany situations where practicing 
radical acceptance would help. When tensions run high, pausing to take a few deep 
breaths buys time for the thinking brain versus the emotional brain to engage. This allows 
for clearer perspective.

2.	 Name the Reality - Have your teen put words to the current situation or circumstance 
that is causing distress, without judgment or exaggeration. Naming reality objectively 
diffuses some of its emotional charge. “I failed my history test. My boyfriend broke up 
with me. I didn’t make varsity soccer.”

3.	 Release Judgment - Challenge absolutist thinking or false narratives that exaggerate 
reality. “Just because I failed one test doesn’t mean I’m stupid.” “A breakup doesn’t mean 
no one will ever love me.” “Not making varsity as a freshman doesn’t mean I’ll never be a 
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great soccer player.” Release unrealistic expectations.
4.	 Identify What’s in Your Control - Guide your teen to recognize the aspects of the situation 

that they have the power to influence or change and where their control begins and 
ends. “I can’t change the test grade but I can ask the teacher for a makeup exam.” “I can’t 
control my ex’s feelings but I can lean on friends who care about me.” “I can try out again 
next season and keep practicing to improve.”

5.	 Focus Energy on Next Right Actions - Help your teen funnel emotions productively by 
asking, “What’s the next right thing to do?” Brainstorm possible responses, considering 
consequences realistically. Then encourage small steps forward.

Along with walking your teen through these radical acceptance steps when difficult situations 
arise, you can underscore key concepts:

•	 Allowing feelings helps us understand them and prevent harmful actions.
•	 Judging or avoiding emotions gives them more power over us.
•	 We can feel bad without making things worse with self-criticism.
•	 Problems often arise from fighting reality, not reality itself.
•	 Accept then act. Acceptance cultivates wisdom to know what actions may help.
•	 Peace comes from changing what we can and accepting what we cannot.

It also helps to share times when you practice radical acceptance as an adult. Describe 
your thought process in accepting difficulties without judgment and focusing energy on 
constructive action instead of lamenting what cannot be changed. Model self-compassion 
as well - it’s okay to feel bad sometimes.

Common Teen Challenges: Opportunities to Practice Radical Acceptance

The teen years offer countless chances for you and your adolescent to practice radical 
acceptance. Having concrete real-world examples will help the concept click. Typical teen 
scenarios like those below can demonstrate how radical acceptance reduces suffering and 
constructs an empowering narrative about one’s ability to handle what life throws their way:

Academic struggles – Failing a class does not make someone worthless or doomed. It means 
they need to study differently, get a tutor, or talk to the teacher.

Rejection – Whether it’s not being invited to a party or turned down for a date, teach teens 
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that rejection says more about the other person than it does about them or their worth.
Body image – Guide teens to appreciate their body’s health and abilities versus judging its 
appearance against airbrushed media images.
Loss of friends/relationships – Remind teens that people come into our lives for seasons and 
they can treasure positive memories while accepting when connections fade. New friends 
await.

Mistakes and failures – Emphasize for teens that perceived “failures” are simply feedback and 
opportunities to grow if responded to constructively. Regret and self-blame slow progress.
Family conflicts – When tensions with siblings or you run hot, encourage teens to accept 
family relationships are complex. Judging themselves, you or relatives as bad people is 
unhelpful. Focus on acting thoughtfully.

As teens build skills in radical acceptance, they gain agency over their inner world. Their 
self-worth can flourish even when external situations they cannot control are disappointing 
or painful. They learn emotional wounds need not scar them forever. No matter what comes 
at them, they have tools to process difficulties and then take their next best step forward.
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