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What is Emotion 
Regulation? 



What is emotion regulation?

Experience Expression

Intensity

                      Gross, 2014

Controlling, managing, adjusting the experience, 
intensity, and expression of emotions

Appropriate expressions or responses for the 
situation

Purposeful or unconscious

Usually includes the use of coping skills

Staying calm in the midst of stress or triggers



• Reactive and easily 
triggered 
• (“0 to 100”)

• Tantrums
• Aggression
• Outbursts
• Meltdowns
• Difficulty calming 

down once upset

What is emotion dysregulation?
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Caregiver Role in  
Emotion Regulation



Your Own 
Emotion 

Regulation

Creating a 
Supportive, 

Caring 
Environment

Teaching 
and 

Reinforcing 
Emotion 

Regulation 
Skills

Caregiver Role



Caregiver Emotion Regulation

• It is important to take care of yourself!
• Put on your own oxygen mask first
• Deep breathing and muscle relaxation works for everyone!
• Apps can be very helpful to create relaxation and mindfulness practices
• Positive self-statements like “I’m a great caregiver,” “I’m doing my best,” & 

“This will pass” can be very helpful!
• Therapy is always, always a good idea ☺



You

Family

Friends

Spirituality

WorkTherapy

Community 
Supports

_______

Build a network of support
Who supports you? 

Who supports your child? 

Think about when and how 
to lean into supports

Caregiver Emotion Regulation



• You are their first regulation model

• In how you handle your own 
stressors

• In how you handle your child’s 
dysregulation

• It is important to model 
experiencing and managing 
emotions

• Use regulation skills to stay calm in 
the moment

• Physiological responses may mirror 
each other, passively assisting in 
calming

Co-Regulation



• Co-regulation is an important first step

• Caregivers manage the environment and provide support

Early in development, 
children learn to 

regulate from caregivers

• This is not linear, it ebbs and flows over time

• It is often a slower process for autistic children

As children grow, they 
start to regulate 

emotions on their own

• Preschool

• Adolescence

Some developmental 
periods require more 

support

• Depends on many factors and likely changes often

• Children often apply skills to others first

• Be ready to scaffold or adjust your level of support as needed

When will they do this 
on their own? 

Across Development



Emotion Regulation 
Skills



• Place visuals of skills around your home or school

• Create a common language to be used across home, school, or 
other activities. 

• Consistency is key

• These skills are best taught when calm. 

• They require LOTS of practice, also when calm. 

• To reduce pressure, make it a family activity to practice skills.

• They may first apply the skills to others or expect you to do it first. 

• This means they are learning and processing how the skills work

• It is a GREAT sign!

• Reward practice, attempts, prompted & independent use of skills. 

• Many of these skills are from the Regulating Together intervention

Emotion Regulation Skills



• Deep breathing helps provides oxygen to the brain while creating a “pause” 
• It is an important skill that will continue to be helpful far into the future

B RE AT H I N G  S K IL L S

Emotion Regulation Skills



B RE AT H I N G  S K IL L S

Emotion Regulation Skills

Animated Triangle Breathing:
https://regulatingtogether.com/

https://regulatingtogether.com/participate/#videos


Emotion Regulation Skills



Emotion Regulation Skills

A DA PT I N G  BR EA T H IN G  S KI L L S



• When muscles relax, thoughts 
and breathing follow

• These are all pretend skills
• May need to start with a real 

object first 
• Stress ball

• Advanced version
• Progressive Muscle Relaxation
• Many videos available on 

YouTube 

Emotion Regulation Skills



M IN D FU L N E SS

Emotion Regulation Skills





M IN D FU L N E SS

M i n d f u l  E a t i n g

M i n d f u l  M o v e m e n t

Emotion Regulation Skills



S e l f - S o o t h i n g  
S t r a t e g i e s

• Use all 5 senses 
• Sight: watch a movie
• Sound: Listen to music
• Touch: Cuddly blanket, soft 

sweatshirt
• Smell: Candle or lotion
• Taste: Eat something you love

Emotion Regulation Skills



C O PI N G  T O O L B O X  &  C A L M IN G  S P O T

Emotion Regulation Skills



Emotion Regulation Skills

• Sensory needs or 
overstimulation can lead to 
emotion dysregulation

• Create opportunities to address 
sensory needs throughout the 
day, including movement

• Identify sensory activities that 
are calming & ones that are 
stimulating

A D D R E S S  S E N S O R Y  
N E E D S



Start simple and build with understanding

Label emotions throughout the day
 In you and in your child
This teaches the words in the moment

Provide visuals and tools to communicate in the moment

Over time, build awareness of emotional intensity

Help recognize signs early and prevents escalation

Goal is for emotion language to become a part of the 
culture of the home

Emotion Regulation Skills
T E AC H  EM O T I O N  ID EN T I F I C AT I O N



T E AC H  EM O T I O N  ID EN T I F I C AT I O N

Emotion Regulation Skills



T E AC H  EM O T I O N  ID EN T I F I C AT I O N

I FEEL

I NEED

Emotion Regulation Skills



Emotion 
Identification

Your iPad is 
dead

You are going 
out to eat

Your brother 
touches your 

game

You go to an 
amusement 

park

Someone asks 
you to play

You get to fly 
on an airplane

Someone at 
school or work 

hits you

You have to go 
somewhere 

new



• Point out body signs when calm

• You look calm! Your breathing is 
slow. 

• Start to help them also see what 
happens to their bodies when 
upset. 

• You seem like you might be 
feeling upset. You are pacing a 
lot and your hands are clenched. 

• Point it out about yourself, too!

B O DY  A W A RE N ES S  O F  E MO T I O N S

Emotion Regulation Skills



S I Z E  T H E  P R O B L E M

• We want to identify problems based 
on what size it is for MOST PEOPLE

• Think of the bus driver or a waiter

• Reactions should fit the size of the 
problem. 

• Point out small, medium, and large 
problems as they happen

• Can be adapted to Small Deal or Big 
Deal

• Is this a Small Deal or a Big Deal?  
Animated Size of Problem:

https://regulatingtogether.com/

Emotion Regulation Skills

https://regulatingtogether.com/participate/#videos


P O SI T IV E  IN N E R VO IC E

• Model positive statements

• Praise your child in front of others

• Correct privately

• Recognize positives throughout the 
day

• Practice positivity- ask them to share 
something positive each day

• When you hear negative statements, 
help them flip to a positive

• Inner Coach vs. Inner Critic  

Emotion Regulation Skills



• Ideally these steps are done all 
together, but if one is more 
calming it can be done alone. 

• This activates our internal Rest 
and Slow System, the 
Parasympathetic System

• It works to shift the Fight or 
Flight Response and focuses 
the body on other processes. 

T I P P

Temperature Intense Exercise

Paced Breathing
Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation

Emotion Regulation Skills



My Kid Knows It… Now How 

Can I Get Them to Use It? 



• Given they may be at risk of dysregulation, what 
strategies are we using throughout the day proactively to 
help with coping and relaxing? 
⚬ Don’t wait for them to escalate before prompting skill 

use
⚬ Adjust level of support as needed

B E  P R O A C T I V E !

USING SKILLS



LEVEL 1: NORMAL EMOTIONS
Promote normal emotions through praise 
and rewards and for appropriate behavior

LEVEL 2: SLIGHT AGITATION
May be able to engage in 
assisted problem solving

LEVEL 3: PRE-EMOTION 
DYSREGULATION

Potentially redirectable

LEVEL 4 AND 5: EMOTION DYSREGULATION
Loss of rational control

LEVEL 3: BEGINNING TO CALM
Support and mild praise for 

calming

LEVEL 2: RETURN TO 
RATIONAL CONTROL

Resume routine

LEVEL 1: BACK TO NORMAL 
EMOTIONS

ACTIVATING EVENT
Know common triggers and be aware that in 
certain situations minor irritations can quickly 

escalate (e.g., when a person is ill or tired)

Levels of Emotion: Wave of Dysregulation



R EW A R D S Y S T EM  T I PS

REWARDING SKILL USE

Reward practice of 
skills

Independent use of 
skills should be 

doubly rewarded

Reward frequency 
should be based on 

developmental 
level

Certain number of 
practice or skill use

Tokens/points 
turned in for prizes 

OR rewarded 
immediately

Visual reminders of 
skills & rewards

Make it feasible for 
both you and your 

child

Reward must be 
reserved for the 

token/point system 
only

Do NOT take 
tokens/points away

When there are big 
life events or 

schedule changes, 
bring back rewards



R EW A R D S Y S T EM  T I PS

REWARDING SKILL USE

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Practice 
Deep 
Breathing

Practice 
Muscle 
Relaxation

Rate How I 
Feel



• Interventions for emotion dysregulation are growing in 
autism with strong research support!
• Regulating Together
• Emotional Awareness and Skills Enhancement 

Program: EASE
• Secret Agent Society- Operation Regulation
• Exploring Feelings: CBT for Anger and Anxiety
• Exploring Feelings for Young Children with High-

Functioning Autism

INTERVENTIONS



• Caregivers play an important role in emotion regulation 
development

• Level of needed support ebbs and flows throughout 
development

• Skills must be taught during times of calm before used 
when upset

• Reinforce skill use
• Make emotion regulation language part of the culture of 

your home
• Take care of yourself as a caregiver
• Interventions are available and effective

SUMMARY



Thank 
you!

Rebecca.Shaffer@cchmc.org

Regulatingtogether.com

mailto:Rebecca.Shaffer@cchmc.org
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