
TROUBLE REGULATING YOUR 
EMOTIONS? 
Improving your distress tolerance isn’t about learning to put 
up with discomfort or relaxing completely when distressed. 
Distress tolerance is NOT about shifting from 10/10 discomfort 
to 0/10; it’s about shifting manageably to 5/10. 

Acceptance and improvement in distress management are 
two sides of the same coin. Merely accepting your feelings or 
focusing solely on improving your feelings isn’t a sustainable 
or healthy comprehensive approach. The key to enhancing 
distress tolerance is balancing acceptance and commitment 
to change. 

Therapy can help you accept negative emotions and find 
ways to improve your emotional experiences. The order 
of these steps matters. If you try to improve your distress 
management without first accepting the emotion, you may 
feel overwhelmed and unable to move on. However, if you can 
first accept your distress, your efforts to improve it will likely 
be more calm, thoughtful, creative, and effective.

WAYS TO START IMPROVING YOUR 
EMOTION REGULATION 
IDENTIFY AND REDUCE TRIGGERS Feeling negative 
emotions is part of life, but you don’t need to keep putting 
yourself in situations that trigger them. Look for patterns in 
what’s happening when you feel strong emotions. Be curious 
and honest with yourself. Did something make you feel 
insecure, for example? Often, strong emotions come from 
our deep-seated insecurities. What’s happening around you, 
and what past experiences might be contributing to your 
emotional response now? Once you identify these triggers, 
explore why they affect you and whether you can reduce their 
impact. For example, a CEO might feel embarrassed about 
discussing numbers because of past struggles with maths. 
Understanding this trigger could be enough to feel less 
anxious, or the CEO might choose to review charts privately 
first or have someone else present data.

TUNE INTO PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS Pay attention to how you 
feel physically. For example, whether you’re hungry or tired, 
you can make your emotions feel stronger if you don’t eat or 
sleep. But responding appropriately, like eating or resting, can 
help change your emotional response.

CONSIDER THE STORY YOU’RE TELLING YOURSELF 
When we need more information, we often fill in the blanks 
ourselves. Maybe you feel rejected because you haven’t heard 
from a family member and think they no longer care. Ask 
yourself: what other explanations might there be? Could they 
be busy or unwell? Are they forgetful but well-intentioned? 
Try the “just like me” technique. When you assign a motive to 
someone, add “just like me” to the end. It reminds you that 
they’re also an imperfect human being.blaming yourself or 
others.
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EVER FIND YOURSELF 
THINKING LIKE THIS?
•	 I can’t stand this 

•	 Take it away 

•	 I will lose control 

•	 I’ll go crazy 

•	 It’s unbearable

•	 I must stop this feeling 

•	 I can’t cope with this feeling 

•	 This feeling will go on forever

ENGAGE IN POSITIVE SELF-TALK When emotions 
overwhelm us, our self-talk can turn negative: “I messed up 
again” or “Everyone is so awful.” Treat yourself with empathy 
and replace negative thoughts with positive ones. Encourage 
yourself with phrases like “I always try so hard” or “People are 
doing their best.” This shift can help manage your emotions. 
You can still be frustrated with a situation without blaming 
yourself or others.

MAKE A CHOICE ABOUT HOW TO RESPOND In most 
situations, you have a choice about how to respond. If you 
often respond to anger by lashing out, you’ve probably 
noticed the negative impact on your relationships and how 
it doesn’t feel good in the long run. Next time you feel anger 
or fear, recognise that you can CHOOSE your response. 
Instead of lashing out, try a different approach. Can you tell 
someone you’re feeling angry instead of speaking harshly? 
Try to foster curiosity about what happens when you change 
your response. How do you feel? How does the other person 
respond? 

LOOK FOR POSITIVE EMOTIONS We naturally give 
more weight to negative emotions than positive ones, a 
phenomenon known as negativity bias. Negative feelings like 
anger and sadness can be powerful, while positive feelings 
like contentment and gratitude are quieter. Make a habit of 
noticing positive experiences to boost your resilience and 
well-being.

For help, see your GP and consider seeing a therapist to help you 
explore how to be your more comfortable self.

Emotions


