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Understanding Emotional Dysregulation & Regulation
What emotions and nervous-system responses can look like — and ways to support yourself

What is emotional regulation?
Emotional regulation is the ability to notice, understand, and respond to feelings in ways that fit the situation. It does not
mean staying calm all the time, suppressing emotions, or never getting upset. Dysregulation happens when emotions or
body responses become difficult to manage, or when it is hard to return to a workable state.

What might it look like in everyday life?

Response What it may feel or look like

Regulated / flexible Feeling upset but able to pause, ask for support, express a need, or recover after conflict.

Highly activated Racing thoughts, irritability, panic, rapid speech, tense muscles, snapping at others, urgency to
escape or fix things.

Shut down / disconnected Numbness, heaviness, withdrawing, feeling foggy or frozen, struggling to speak, decide, or start
tasks.

Shifting between states Feeling intensely upset, then suddenly exhausted or disconnected; responses may vary across
the day.

How does dysregulation happen?
• The brain continually evaluates safety, demands, and uncertainty. When a situation feels threatening or overwhelming,
stress-response networks can increase alertness and prepare the body to act.

• Sleep loss, ongoing stress, trauma reminders, pain, sensory overload, illness, hunger, and relationship conflict can
make regulation harder.

• Under intense stress, attention may narrow and it can be harder to think flexibly, remember information, or choose a
response. These changes are not a personal failure.

• Past experiences can shape how quickly the nervous system reacts. Responses can be learned and can also change
with practice, support, and treatment.

Early signals worth noticing
• Body: tight jaw, shallow breathing, clenched hands, heat, stomach tension, sudden fatigue.

• Thoughts: “I can’t handle this,” looping thoughts, assuming the worst, difficulty focusing.

• Behavior: raising your voice, withdrawing, people-pleasing, rushing, avoiding, or going silent.

Remember: A nervous-system response is information, not a verdict about who you are. The goal is to build awareness, flexibility,
and choices.
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Ways to Support Emotional & Nervous-System Regulation
Choose what feels manageable; different strategies work for different people.

When you feel activated, anxious, angry, or overwhelmed
• Orient to the present: slowly look around and name five neutral things you can see. Notice where you are and the
current date.

• Try a comfortable slower exhale: breathe gently, without forcing deep breaths; stop if breath-focused exercises
increase distress.

• Release tension: unclench your jaw, lower your shoulders, press your feet into the floor, or take a brief walk.

• Reduce input: step away from noise, pause a difficult conversation, drink water, or ask for a few minutes.

When you feel numb, frozen, disconnected, or shut down
• Reconnect gently: notice your feet or the chair beneath you; name one thing you can see, hear, and touch.

• Use small movement: stretch, stand, walk slowly, or move your hands if it feels comfortable.

• Seek safe connection: text a trusted person, sit near someone supportive, or ask for company without needing to talk.

• Start tiny: choose one manageable action rather than pushing yourself to do everything at once.

Build regulation capacity over time
• Prioritize consistent sleep and meals; use movement, outdoor time, breaks, and enjoyable activities as your
circumstances allow.

• Practice noticing your stress level before it peaks; set boundaries and reduce avoidable demands where possible.

• Consider counseling to explore stress patterns, trauma reminders, relationships, and individualized coping strategies.

When should I seek additional help?
Reach out to a licensed mental health professional or medical clinician if reactions are frequent, intense, getting worse,
affecting work or relationships, or interfering with sleep, eating, or daily functioning. Seek medical evaluation for new or
concerning physical symptoms. If you may harm yourself or someone else, seek urgent help; call 911 for immediate
danger or 988 in the U.S. for crisis support.

Personal reflection: My regulation plan
My earliest warning signs are:

Situations or needs that may contribute to my dysregulation:

One strategy I can try when activated, and one when shut down:

A person or resource I can reach out to:



