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Research	has	shown	that	the	therapeutic	relationship	is	the	most	important	factor	in	
successful	trauma	informed	therapy. Our	bodies	and	brains	are continuously	scanning	
for	micro	cues	of	danger	and	so	our	nervous	system	is	regulated	when	we feel	safe	in	
our	physical	and	social	environment. Therefore the	therapeutic	environment	required	
to	heal	from	trauma	and	insecure	attachments,	needs	to	facilitate	the	individual	to	
regain	a	sense	of	safety,	trust,	consistency,	connection,	a	feeling	of	equality	in	power	
and	control,	which	raises	the	person’s	self-esteem.

This	is	aided	by	validation,	space,	empathy,	being	given	permissions,	being	believed,	
being	accepted,	where	you	can	share	your	thoughts	and	feelings	no	matter	what	they	
might	be.

The	neuroplasticity	of	our	brains	(the	brain’s	ability	to	adapt	and	change	to	new	
experiences),	means	we	make	new	neural	pathways,	which	get	strengthened	over	
time	with	repetition	and	consistency.	It	is	through	this	where	we	heal	and	make	long-
lasting	change	via	relationships.	Therefore,	in	relationships,	where	we	feel	safe	and	
valued,	we	will	naturally	heal	and	calm	our	nervous	system	and	learn	to	regulate	our	
emotions.	This	is	not	solely	through	the	therapeutic	relationship,	it	is	also	via	the	
relationships	we	have	with	the	people	in	our	lives.
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As a	society	we	have	a	belief	that	any	other	emotion	other	than	happiness	is	bad	or	
negative.	However,	sadness,	anger	and	fear	are	adaptive,	helpful	and	healthy.	They	all	
serve	a	well	intentioned	function.	They	can	get	‘stuck’	if	the	emotions	are	
misdirected,	out	of	proportion	or	based	on	misinterpretations,	and	these	would	
therefore	need	working	through.
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A	common	reaction	when	we’re	fearful of	emotions,	whether	that	is	sadness,	anxiety	
or	anger,	is	to	try	and	push	those	emotions	and	bodily	sensations	away.	We	bury	
them,	distract	ourselves,	use	‘Racket	Feelings’	(more	‘acceptable’	feelings	instead	of	
the	disapproved	of	or	scary	feelings,	e.g.	anger	to	cover	feelings	of	sadness).	
However,	it	rarely	works	for	long,	we	explode	later,	it	manifests	as	pain,	chronic	
fatigue,	emotional	disorders,	obsessions	etc.

Our	feelings	will	pass	in	time	and	when	we	allow	ourselves	to	feel	them	we	heal.	It’s	
OK	to	feel!
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In	Acceptance	and	Commitment Therapy,	one	of	the	basic	premises	is	we	need	to	
accept	distress	as	‘fighting’	it	or	trying	to	avoid	it	will	intensify	our	distress	in	the	
present	or	increase	it	in	the	longer-term.	Therefore,	as	part	of	emotional	regulation	
we	need	to	learn	to	accept	our	emotions,	that	they	will	come	and	go	and	will	not	be	
permanent.	It	is	not	to	try	and	control	our	emotions,	but	change	how	we	respond	to	
emotions	(and	thoughts,	urges,	beliefs	etc.)	– notice	our	emotional	state,	name	
what’s	happening	without	judgement,	whilst	being	supportive	and	compassionate	
towards	ourselves.
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The	great	news	is	that	we	can	change! Recovery	is	possible!	This	is	due	to	the	
neuroplasticity	of	our	brain	- our	brain	can	be	re-wired	through	new	learning,	
processing	the	past,	acting	differently,	breaking	habits	etc etc.	We	can	feel	safe	again	
and	feel	back	in	the	present.
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Polyvagal	Theory was	introduced	by	Stephen	Porges in	1994,	the	theory	centres
around	an	understanding	that	the	vagus nerve	plays	a	particular	role	in	emotional	
regulation,	social	connection	and	the	fear	response,	which	is	the	way	the	body	
responds under	threat	and	can	get	‘stuck’	following	trauma.

This	means	we	can	stabilise ourselves	when	triggered	by	directly	targeting	our	body	
so	we	can	move	back	to	the	Ventral	Vagal	Nerve.
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The	Window of	Tolerance	is	a	way	to	explain	the	amount	of	emotional	distress	we	
can	tolerate	and	cope	with,	and	how	we	respond	when	we’re	triggered	outside	of	the	
window.	One	person’s	window	may	be	bigger	or	smaller	than	another	person’s,	and	it	
can	also	be	dependent	on	how	many	other	stressors	are	going	on	in	our	life	already	
‘filling	up’	our	window.	As	such,	stressors	we	can	usually	manage	may	be	more	
difficult	when	we’re	already	close	to	the	top	of	our	window.

When	we’re	in	the	green	window	we	can	rest,	digest	food,	feel	calm,	attend	to	the	
present	moment,	connect	with	others	socially,	think	rationally	and	can	learn.

When	we’re	in	the	red	hyperarousal	state,	we	have	gone	out	of	our	window	of	
tolerance	and	into	fight/flight	(panic).

When	we’re	in	the	blue	hypoarousal state,	we	have	gone	out	of	our	window	of	
tolerance	and	into	freeze	/	dissociation	/	depression.

We	need	to	learn	ways	to	regulate	our	emotions	so	we	can	stay	within	our	window,	
as	well	as	how	to	stabilise when	we’re	out	of	it,	so	we	can	get	back	to	‘rest	and	
digest’.
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Stabilisation can	be	as	part	of	a	top-down	approach	(cognitively)	or	bottom-up	(from	
the	body).	Signals	go	both	down	and	up,	from	and	to	the	brain,	to	help	us	stabilise.	
Stabilisation	is	the	process	of	calming	down	after we	have	become	dysregulated	(out	
of	our	Window	of	Tolerance).	Regulation	is	the	process	of	staying	in	our	Window	of	
Tolerance.	Both	are	important	in	the	Safety	and	Stabilisation	Phase	of	EMDR.
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There	are various	ways	to	access	the	vagus nerve	when	we	are	in	freeze	or	fight	/	
flight	in	order	to	activate	the	Vagus Branch	of	the	Parasympathetic	Nervous	System	–
to	‘switch	on’	the	‘rest	and	digest’	system	where	we	can	feel	calmer	and	connect	
socially.		The	processes	for	these	are	explained	in	the	‘Bottom	Up’	slides.
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Self	Soothing	Box	– this	is	a	way	to	access	healthy	coping	methods	when	we	need	
them;	to	have	sensory	objects	which	can	help	ground	us	in	the	present,	evoke	
positive	memories,	help	us	be	compassionate	towards	ourselves,	or	to	do	something	
which	might	make	us	feel	pleasure	or	satisfaction.

Anything	can	go	in	the	box	or	bag.	But	it	is	important	to	try	and	include	things	for	
different	senses:
• visual	– photos	of	people	who	make	us	feel	good	or	of	special	times
• auditory	– music
• olfactory	(smell) – lavender	oil	or	coffee
• touch	– a	soft	blanket	or	teddy
• activities	– games,	a	colouring pad
• other	– affirmations,	a	journal	of	positive	qualities,	positive	words	or	memories	

from	friends	or	loved	ones.	The	list	is	endless.	

Keep	it	somewhere	easy	and	accessible	for	when	it’s	needed.
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Soothing	Grounding	– When we	feel	bad	about	ourselves,	we	are	often	very	critical	of	
ourselves	or	giving	ourselves	impossible	or	unfair	inflexible	standards.	Instead,	we	can	
be	more	compassionate	to	ourselves	– as	we	would	be	to	our	friends	or	children,	in	
order	to	foster	good	self-esteem.	These	are	some	ideas	of	how	we	can	do	that.
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Butterfly Hug	– when	we’re	triggered	we	know	self	compassion	helps,	as	well	as	
bilateral	stimulation,	like	in	EMDR.	The	butterfly	hug	can	help	with	this.
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Belly	Breathing	– the	vagus nerve	runs	through	our	lungs,	so	belly	breathing	is	a	
technique	which	activates	our	calm	rest	and	digest	state.
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Music	has	the	ability	to	switch	our	emotional	state,	use	different	music	playlists	for	
different	times,	if	you	need	lifting	up	from	a	hypoaroused state	play	something	
upbeat	and	happy,	if	you	need	to	be	calmed	down	from	a	hyperaroused state	then	
use	something	slower	and	calmer.	Be	creative	for	what	types	of	music	work	for	you.	
Note	– when	you’re	feeling	down	and	low,	don’t	play	sad	slow	music	unless	it’s	
helping	you	release	suppressed	sadness,	when	you’re	feeling	anxious,	angry	or	
worked	up,	don’t	play	music	which	will	fuel	this	state.
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A	Full	Body	Yawn	can	also	directly	access	the	vagus nerve,	bringing	a	state	of	calm.
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Producing more	Saliva can	also	directly	access	the	vagus nerve,	bringing	a	state	of	
calm.
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Hand	on	Heart	is	a	way to	treat	our	body	compassionately	and help	us	feel	safe	and	
secure.

19

By Kathryn SpenceEmotional Regulation & Stabilisation

©	Copyright



Half Smile	is	another	way	to	treat	our	body	compassionately	and help	us	feel	safe	and	
secure.
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Willing	Hands	is	a	further	way	to	treat	our	body	compassionately	and help	us	feel	safe	
and	secure.
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Gargling is	another	easy	way	to	activate	your	parasympathetic	nervous	system	and	
bring	a	state	of	calm	to	the	body.
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Laughing when	we	feel	threatened	may	seem	counter-intuitive,	but	when	we	are	in	a	
safe	situation	and	can	laugh	it	helps	regulate	our	body	and	make	us	feel	safe.	Think	
about	a	time	when	you	have	been	with	a	friend	and	they	have	made	you	laugh,	you	
can	feel	instantly	better.	Save	a	list	of	videos	or	funny	stories	on	your	phone	so	you	
can	access	them	when	you	need	them.
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Sighing, is	similar	to	breathing	exercises,	but	can	be	quicker.	The	exhale	activates	the	
vagus nerve	and	return	us	to	a	state	of	balance.
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Mental	Grounding	– these are some	ways	to	bring	you	back	into	the	present and	get	
your	thinking	brain	back	online	when	triggered.

Describing	your	environment	in	detail	using	all	your	senses	is	particularly	helpful	as	
you	learn	your	environment	and	the	present	is	safe	and	is	not	your	past,	which	in	turn	
reduces	the	threat	response,	the	reptilian	brain	and	gets	us	back	in	our	window	of	
tolerance.
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The	5,4,3,2,1 exercise	is	a mental	‘Earth	Element’	grounding technique	to	help	clients	
reconnect	with	their	present	surroundings	in	order	to	feel	safe	in	the	present	and	
generate	an	external	focus.
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Wise	Mind	– this	is	a	Dialectical	Behaviour Therapy (DBT)	concept.	The	concept	
describes	us	having	two	different	brain	processes:
• Reasonable	Mind,	which	is	cool,	rationale,	task	focused	and	ruled	by	facts.
• Emotion	Mind,	which	is	hot,	emotion	focused	and	ruled	by	our	mood,	urges,	our	

past	memories,	core	belief	systems.

Both	of	these	Minds	can	cause	us	problems;	shutting	off	our	emotions	versus	being	
ruled	by	emotions.	Instead,	we	need	a	balance	of	both	Minds	– our	Wise	Mind	–
where	we	can	acknowledge	both	aspects	and	respond,	make	decisions	and	choices	
from	a	place	of	inner	wisdom	within	ourselves,	based	on	how	we	feel	and	what’s	
rational.

For	example,	a	sense	of	rationally	knowing	we’re	not	to	blame	when	someone	shouts	
at	us	(Rational	Mind),	but	feeling	and	acting	as	if	we	are	to	blame,	making	us	feel	
shame	and	as	a	result	we	avoid	(Emotion	Mind).	Wise	Mind	would	acknowledge	how	
we’re	feeling,	whilst	also	acknowledging	what	we	know	to	be	true	in	the	situation.	
This	allows	us	to	accept	the	distress	but	act	in	a	way	that	helps	is	in	the	long-term,	
e.g.	not	avoiding	and	not	apologising when	we	haven’t	done	anything	wrong,	
reminding	ourselves	we’re	OK.
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STOP	Skill	– this	is	a	Dialectical	Behaviour Therapy (DBT)	technique	used	to	stop	and	
think	before	acting in	habitual,	unhealthy	or	impulsive	ways.	To	create	some	distance	
before	reacting.
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Spot	the	Difference	Technique	– When	we’re	triggered	(e.g.	by a	smell,	something	we	
see,	hear,	feel,	sense),	we	often	relive	the	past,	experience	a	flashback	or	feel	like	we	
‘rubberband’	back	to	the	past feeling	like	we	did	back	then.

A	way	to	ground	ourselves	back	in	present	safety	is	to	play	spot	the	difference	– look	
around	our	current	environment	and	see	what	is	different	now;	what’s	present	in	the	
room,	who	is	with	me,	am	I	alone,	what	can	I	see	/	hear	/	smell	/	touch	/	taste	that	is	
different?
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Notice and	Name	– based	on	Acceptance	and	Commitment	Therapy	and	Mindfulness	
– we	need	to	create	distance	between	what	we	are	thinking	and	feeling	and	act	more	
like	an	observer,	so	we	don’t	act	or	believe	every	thought	and	feeling	we	have	is	a	
fact.	With	the	addition	of	being	compassionate	towards	ourselves	whilst	we	do	this	
so	we	are	caring	for	our	needs	in	that	moment.
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Positive	Imagery	includes	the	Safe	Place	exercise used	in	EMDR.	Our	brain	is	wired	to	
look	for	negatives	and	signs	of	danger	to	ensure	we	survive.	Therefore	we	don’t	
instinctually	look	or	notice	positives,	and	it	takes	a	much	longer	time	to	store	positive	
experiences	as	memories	(milliseconds	for	negative	events	and	20-30	seconds	for	
positive	events).	So	we	have	to	work	much	harder	to	balance	this.

Our brain	cannot	tell	the	difference	between	real	and	imaginary	danger,	this	means	
we	react	with	anxiety	towards	worry	and	low	mood	when	we	are	self-critical.	The	
good	news	is	that	this	also	works	with	positive	visualisation and	imagery	too	– when	
we	recall	an	experience,	hold	it	in	mind	for	20	seconds,	and	use	our	senses	to	think	
about	it	in	detail,	it	will	strengthen	it	as	a	positive	memory.	This	will	also	work	with	
positive	imagery,	even	when	it	is	totally	imaginary	– using	positive	visualisation for	
something	we	are	preparing	for	in	the	future	and	when	we	want	to	feel	good	about	
ourselves	for	example.
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The	Anxiety	Equation	– the more	we	engage	in	the	thinking	styles	in	the	black	text	
equation	the	more	anxious	we	will	feel:
• Overestimating the	likelihood	of	something	bad	happening
• Overestimating how	awful	it	would	be	if	that	bad	thing	happens	(catastrophising)
• Underestimating	our	ability	to	cope	
• Underestimating	other	people		and	resources	that	can	support	us

To	reality	test	our	thoughts	and	reduce	our	anxiety,	we	can	challenge	these	thinking	
styles	(questions	in	the	blue	text),	which	in	turn	can	then	help	us	make	choices	about	
how	we	would	prefer	to	act	in	the	here	and	now.
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