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It has been a terrific year at CRDH, and we have 
truly enjoyed acting as co-editors of Dialogue. 
This is in no small part due to the fabulous and 
dedicated team of volunteers who made this issue 
possible. This group of busy graduate students at-
tended events in the community, met with CRDH 
members, and wrote interesting articles. We are 
very grateful for the time they took to act as rov-
ing reporters, writers, editors, and photograph-
ers. Thank you Caroline, Joelle, Jon, Kamala and 
Sarah E.! 

In this issue, our goal was to present some of the 
cutting-edge methodological and thematic ap-
proaches used by CRDH members and trainees. 
In the first article, Joelle Jobin and Kamala Pilgrim 
explain what we can learn by measuring cortisol 
(a hormone related to stress). They present CRDH 
research that uses this physiological measure to 
address key developmental questions across the 
lifespan. In the second article, Sarah Etezadi de-
scribes the work of two CRDH members who 
have moved away from the common research 
focus on negative outcomes. Rather, they attempt 
to understand what leads to successful and happy 
life transitions. 

Lately, there have been many noteworthy events 
taking place in the CRDH. Be sure to check out 
the photos from our 5th Annual CRDH confer-
ence! We also discuss ‘Café Scientifique’ commun-
ity conversations that two of our CRDH members 
participated in. 

As always, we welcome your feedback. If you 
have a great idea for an article or would like us to 
report on an event, please let us know!

- Sarah Fraser and Holly Recchia, editors

CRDH is funded by the 
FQRSC (Programmes 
des regroupements
stratégiques)
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We all experience stress in varying degrees 
throughout our lives: from getting caught in traf-
fic when you’re already late to taking long-term 
care of an ailing loved one. But few of us know 
exactly how these stressful situations are reflected 
in the body. When a person sees an event as stress-
ful, the body has an acute reaction and a steroid 
hormone, commonly referred to as cortisol, is re-
leased. Cortisol, in the absence of stress, follows 
a natural daily rhythm with highest levels in the 
morning and lowest at night. When stressors are 
repeatedly encountered this natural rhythm can 
become disrupted resulting in either very high or 
extremely low daily levels of cortisol. Measuring 
extremes in daily cortisol levels is of interest to re-
searchers as these extremes are often observed in 

individuals with mental or physical illnesses such 
as depression and cardiovascular disease.

One of the most appealing aspects about using 
cortisol as a measurement tool is that it can be 
simply assessed in saliva that is collected in small 
sampling tubes. These “spit” samples can help 
us distinguish between short term stress (e.g., 
stress experienced during an exam) and long-
term stress (e.g., burnout due to chronic stress at 
work). Researchers often use self-reports to study 
the presence of life stress and they compare how 
these subjectively reported levels of stress relate 
to cortisol measurements (an objective measure of 
stress). In this manner, cortisol is used to enhance 
our understanding of how a wide range of psych-

Spit and Stress: What can we learn
by measuring cortisol?

Joelle and Kamala show off the vials they use to collect saliva samples
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ological factors relate to physiological processes 
and vice versa. In fact, several CRDH researchers 
use cortisol measures to examine the relationship 
between physiological (i.e., the release of cortisol) 
and psychological (e.g., emotions, thoughts) pro-
cesses across the life span.
 
Parent-Child relationshiPs in
internationally adoPted Children

Dr. Lindie Synnott (now a faculty member at Bish-
ops University in Sherbrooke) was a CRDH trainee 
supervised by Dr. Réjean Tessier at Laval Univer-
sity. Dr. Synnott examined the cortisol responses 
of a sample of internationally adopted children 
from Asia. She found a surprising result. Children 
who were not securely attached to their adoptive 
mother were much more attuned physiologically 
to their parent’s pattern of cortisol responding. In 
other words, insecurely attached children showed 
the same fluctuating pattern of stress reactivity as 
their mother, whereas the securely attached chil-
dren did not. Dr. Synnott suggests that perhaps 
securely attached children are better able to regu-
late their own levels of stress.

emotions and mental health

In the Research Group on the Development of 
Affective Disorders at Concordia University, Dr. 
Mark Ellenbogen’s research aims to investigate 
how cortisol responses relate to mental illness and 
in turn how different ways of modifying emotions 
during stress can influence cortisol responses, 
interpersonal relationships and mental health. 
One of Dr. Ellenbogen’s main projects is a longi-
tudinal investigation following children whose 
parents were diagnosed with bipolar disorder. By 
measuring cortisol in this population, Dr. Ellen-
bogen aims to detect critical differences in physio-
logical, psychological and social interactions that 
might serve as early signals of the development of 
mood and anxiety disorders. A second on-going 
project examines how individuals cope with and 
regulate their emotions during stress and in turn 
how this is related to cortisol reactivity. Both these 

projects will help to clarify the relationships be-
tween psychological and physiological processes.

Pathways to suCCessful aging

The Personality, Aging and Health Laboratory 
directed by Dr. Carsten Wrosch, assesses cortisol 
in older adult populations with the goal of iden-
tifying pathways to successful aging. One recent 
study found that intense life regrets were associ-
ated with higher cortisol levels. Another recent 
study showed that high levels of cortisol secretion 
were particularly damaging to physical health 
for people who had strong negative emotions 
(i.e., anger) and difficulty sleeping. Dr. Wrosch’s 
on-going projects assessing cortisol secretion in 
older adults aim to uncover the widespread con-
sequences that thoughts and emotions can have 
on our physiology. 

These cutting-edge research studies being con-
ducted by CRDH members confirm that cortisol 
is a promising tool for uncovering interesting as-
pects of the mind-body connection across the life-
span. Who would have thought that spit could be 
so informative?

- Joelle Jobin and Kamala Pilgrim

Cortisol secretion can be measured easily by using 
saliva samples
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At a time when bookstore shelves are lined with 
best-sellers about happiness and fostering the 
strengths within, it comes as no surprise that this 
summer marks the debut of the first international 
congress on positive psychology, a gathering of 
researchers focusing on human virtues and well-
being. There is a growing interest in positive per-
spectives of human development both within and 
outside academic circles, and CRDH is no excep-
tion.

Dr. Harriet Petrakos (Education, Concordia) looks 
to identify factors that contribute to positive de-
velopment in children during the transition to 
school. She aims to understand “what it is that we 
can do at the beginning to ensure the conditions 
are there for them to thrive in the long run.” Al-
though she is primarily interested in children who 
are experiencing difficulty, Dr. Petrakos wants to 
know what it is that works well in their environ-
ment, so she asks parents and teachers to talk 
about the children’s behavioural and emotional 
strengths as opposed to their weaknesses. Often, 
the adults involved haven’t even considered the 
kids from this point of view. Dr. Petrakos sees “a 
lot of hope when you’re talking about positive 
outcomes – you have a plan; you have objectives, 
goals for the child. When you know the children’s 
strengths, you can create interventions that use 
those strengths in order to overcome their diffi-
culties.”

Dr. Petrakos also looks at what the children them-
selves identify as positive elements in their en-
vironment. Researchers often don’t consider the 
perspective of the child but what children them-
selves identify as meaningful is an important clue 
to understanding what will allow them to make 
a smooth transition. To find this out, Dr. Petrakos 
asks the children to draw a picture of what they 
like best about school. She remarks that the activ-

A Look on the Bright Side: Strengths and well-
being during life transitions

Me throwing a ball to my friend Sam at recess

My teacher is helping me with science

“ Grade 1 is different than kin-
dergarten because I have to do 
more things, math and pluses 
and minuses, I get to play and 
do work on the computer, we 
do science... I like grade one... I 
made new friends, new teach-
er, I meet new teachers each 
time. ”

-Participating Child
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ity itself is almost like an intervention, as even the 
child who is not adapting well will find something 
positive to report.
 
She believes that these types of positive, child-
centered approaches are growing in popularity in 
part because views of children are changing. So-
ciety has come to recognize that children are less 
vulnerable than we previously thought, and that 
by thinking of them as playing an active role in 
their transition to school we can further nourish 
their unique strengths. 

Dr. Dolores Pushkar 
(Psychology, Concordia) 
also studies an import-
ant transition, but at the 
other end of the lifespan. 
Her research examines 
factors that predict suc-
cessful adaptation to re-
tirement. She has always 
been fascinated by indi-
vidual differences, and 
she notes that people 
differ considerably in their levels of well-being. 
“We can all agree that pathologies have certain 
features, but happiness is more ineffable. There is 
much greater variability in positive outcomes.”

To study individual differences in well-being, 
Dr. Pushkar and her colleague Dr. Michael Con-
way have developed a questionnaire that evalu-
ates satisfaction in specific domains like income, 
health, and family. “If you just ask people for a 
global judgement of how happy they are in their 
life, you have no control over what aspects they 
factor into answering that question. One person 
might think primarily in terms of their personal 
relationships, another in terms of their work. But 
by asking people to evaluate their satisfaction in 
various central dimensions, I think you can get 
a more consistent approach and a more thor-
ough kind of consideration in the end.” In other 
words, assessing satisfaction across these differ-
ent domains is more revealing then simply asking 

whether people are happy or not.

In studying these multiple aspects of life satisfac-
tion, Dr. Pushkar has uncovered many facets of 
the varied pathways to well-being. One of the in-
teresting findings to emerge from the Concordia 
Longitudinal Retirement Study is that although 
increased activity does facilitate happiness, main-
taining stable activity levels throughout the first 
years of retirement is just as effective. “You don’t 
have to go from running fifteen minutes to run-

ning an hour. Continuing 
to be active at your pre-
ferred level after retire-
ment is good.” It is just 
this type of finding that 
Dr. Pushkar looks for-
ward to sharing with the 
community partners that 
have made her research 
possible. She is currently 
planning a symposium for 
the fall of 2009 in which 
retiree associations will 
be invited to attend a full 

day of presentations about promoting well-being 
in retirement. Dr. Pushkar also points out that this 
retirement study has led to positive outcomes for 
her students: “Working with older people gives 
them a more positive attitude towards aging. I 
think that seeing our retirees, most of whom are 
doing well, helps to counter some of the negative 
ageist myths that are still prevalent in our soci-
ety.”
 
In all stages of life, promoting strengths and well-
being in the face of key life transitions is an import-
ant goal. Clearly, the research being conducted at 
CRDH is making headway towards understand-
ing processes in development that lead to posi-
tive outcomes. Hopefully, by promoting positive 
psychology, fostering awareness, and sharing 
these findings with the community, the world will 
ultimately become a happier place.

- Sarah Etezadi

65 years old, retired, and still climbing mountains
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On February 12th to 13th, 2009, CRDH members and trainees participated in our annual conference. 
The conference started with presentations by our invited speaker, Dr. Richard Schultz, as well as CRDH 
members Frances Aboud and Ellen Jacobs. Without fail, these sessions led to lively discussions about 
how research findings can be translated into concrete interventions and practices. On Friday afternoon, 
our student poster and paper presenters took center stage, presenting exciting findings from their on-
going research projects. Check out our photos that capture some of the highlights! 

- Holly Recchia

Positive Health Outcomes:
The 5th Annual CRDH Conference

CRDH trainee poster presentations never fail to impress!
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1st Place: Mathieu Roy (UQAM, top) won first prize 
in our student poster competition, for his poster 
entitled “Action orientation and self-regulation in 
school.”

2nd Place: Nicolina Ratto (Concordia, left) won sec-
ond prize, for her poster: “Does stress mediate be-
tween parental attachment and middle adolescents’ 
ways of coping with a romantic breakup?”

3rd Place: Denise Jarrin (Concordia, right) 
took third prize, for her poster presenting
results indicating that “Shorter sleep 
duration is associated with higher body 
mass index in children and adolescents.”

A panel of CRDH members judged 
the quality of the conference post-
ers as well as the presentation 
style of each CRDH trainee. While 
the panel emphasized the there 
were many exceptional presenters 
and posters, three trainees came 
out on top.
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student Paper Presenters: Tal Aviram, Alexa Martin-Storey, and Leah Enns (left to right) each pre-
sented their research to an enthusiastic audience of CRDH members and trainees

Axel Winneke (Concordia, right) explains 
his study of the brain waves associated with
audiovisual speech in noise.

Chris Steele (Concordia, left) describes 
his research on the brain activity asso-
ciated with motor sequence learning.
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In October, 2008, CRDH director Dr. William
Bukowski stepped beyond the usual academic cir-
cles to guide a public conversation about the im-
portance of teen friendships. The event took place 
at the Arts Café, a trendy venue filled to capacity. 
The dialogue was structured like around a din-
ner table, with Dr. Bukowski’s research expertise 
intertwined with the opinions of other attendees. 
Anecdotal accounts emphasized the strong retro-
spective mark left by the adolescent peer group. 
Evolving friendship patterns were contemplated 

with recurrent references to Aristotle and Fa-
cebook. Parents raised issues related to parent-
ing their teens and the feasibility of maintaining 
friendships with them. As gauged by the varied 
discussion and animated applause, the evening 
was a success. 

On March 4th, 2009, Drs. Karen Li and Dolores 
Pushkar (CRDH members) will join their colleague 
Dr. Patrick Marier (Political Science, Concordia) 
as Café Scientifique presenters on the interesting 
topic of “How can we be healthy, wealthy, and 
wise as we age?” 

Café Scientifique is sponsored by Canadian Insti-
tutes of Health Research (CIHR) and organized in 
collaboration with Concordia University’s Office 
of Research and the University of the Streets. Such 
a forum offers the opportunity to communicate 
with interested members of the general public, 
and unlike conventional seminars and lectures, it 
gives equal voice to research expertise and per-
sonal observation. 

- Caroline Doramajian

Conversations with the Community:
CRDH members participate in Café
Scientifique events

The Dialogue CRDH team:
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Sarah Fraser
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Graphic Design: Greg GilmoreTeen friendships are an important influence

on  development.


