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Emotional Regulation Systems 
Paul Gilbert’s evolutionary model proposes that human beings switch between three systems to manage their emotions.  
Each system is associated with different brain regions and different brain chemistry. 
Distress is caused by imbalance between the systems, often associated with under-development of the soothing system. 

Soothing System 
Purpose: To manage distress & promote bonding 

 Prefrontal cortex     Opiates, oxytocin 

Feelings: 
Contented, safe, protected, 

cared-for, trust 

Drive System 
Purpose: To motivate us towards resources 

Nuclus accumbens  Dopamine 

Feelings: 
Wanting, pursuing, achieving 

progressing, focused 
Dopamine

Threat System 
Purpose: To Threat detection & protection 

“Better safe than sorry” 

Amygdala  Adrenaline, cortisol 

Feelings: 
Anxiety, anger, disgust 
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Emotions – Normal and Purposeful 

Every human being experiences emotions and feelings.  Our emotions and 

feelings are the result of environmental stimuli and our perceptions (triggers) of 

those experiences.  Emotions and feelings play a significant role in our daily 

lives.  Here is a list of important elements of emotions: 

NORMAL: Emotions and feelings are normal.  Anxiety, depression, sadness, and 

all other emotions are normal.  ALL human beings experience emotions and 

THAT’S OKAY.   

 

 

 

PURPOSEFUL: 

Emotions play an important part in our survival.  Emotions assist with motivation 

and lead to actions that assist us with making decisions.   

The roles of emotions include: 

MOTIVATION: Emotions allow human beings to gather their internal and external 

resources and strength to make changes. 

Example: Anxiety plays the purpose of informing us that something is bothering 

us.  Then, anxiety assists us with making changes that lead to management of 

anxiety. 

Personal Example: How has an emotion led to a positive behavior? 

When you are experiencing emotions and you notice that they are upsetting, use 

the following statement to self soothe and regulate your emotions: 

“My feelings are normal reactions to my experiences.” 

“My feelings will slowly pass as long as I let them pass.” 

“My feelings cannot hurt me.  They help me to understand my experiences.” 

“I can change my feelings by focusing on them and changing my perspective of my 

experiences.” 
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INTERNAL CHANGE: Emotions may lead to intrinsic changes that help us to learn 

and grow as people. 

Example: Sadness may motivate us to increase our own personal insight and 

knowledge in order to increase our experience of happiness. 

Personal Example: How has an emotion led to internal change? 

SOCIAL CHANGE: Emotions help us to recognize how our external and social 

environments may need to change in order to assist us with meeting our daily 

goals.  Or, emotions helps us to recognize changes that we may need to make to 

help change our environmental experiences. 

Example: Anger towards a friend due to a recent argument.  This experience of 

anger may motivate you to make changes in your behavior that may have played 

a part in the negative experience.  

Personal Example: How has an emotion led to a social change? 



Changes to vision 
Vision can become acute so that 
more attention can be paid to 
danger. You might notice ‘tunnel 
vision’, or vision becoming 

‘sharper’ 

Dry mouth 
The mouth is part of the  
digestive system. Digestion  
shuts down during dangerous 
situations as energy is diverted 

towards the muscles 

Heart beats faster 
A faster heart beat feeds 
more blood to the muscles 
and enhances your ability  

to run away or fight 

Nausea and ‘butterflies’ 

in the stomach 

Blood is diverted away from 

the digestive system which  

can lead to feelings of nausea 

or ‘butterflies’ 

Hands get cold  

Blood vessels in the skin 

contract to force blood 

towards major muscle 

groups 

Muscles tense 
Muscles all over the body tense 
in order to get you ready to run away 
or fight. Muscles may also shake 
or tremble, particularly if you stay 

still, as a way of staying ‘ready for action’ 

If we don’t exercise (e.g. run away or fight) to 
use up the extra oxygen then we can quickly 

start to feel dizzy or lightheaded 

Dizzy or lightheaded 

Adrenal glands 
release adrenaline 
The adrenaline quickly 

signals other parts of the 
body to get ready to 

respond to danger 

Palms become 
sweaty 

When in danger the body sweats 
to keep cool. A cool machine is an 

efficient machine, so sweating makes 
the body more likely to survive a 

dangerous event 

Breathing becomes 
quicker and 
Shallower 

Quicker breathing takes 
in more oxygen to power 
the muscles. This makes 

the body more able to 
fight or run away 

Bladder urgency 
Muscles in the bladder 

sometimes relax in response 

to extreme stress 

Thoughts racing 
Quicker thinking helps us to  
evaluate danger and make rapid  
decisions. It can be very difficult to concentrate  
on anything apart from the danger (or escape 

routes) when the fight or flight response is active 

Fight Or Flight Response 
When faced with a life-threatening danger it often makes sense to run away or, if that is not 

possible, to fight. The fight or flight response is an automatic survival mechanism which prepares 

the body to take these actions. All of the body sensations produced are happening for good 

reasons – to prepare your body to run away or fight – but may be experienced as uncomfortable 

when you do not know why they are happening. 



How Breathing Affects Feelings 

The way we breathe is strongly linked to the way we feel. When we are relaxed 

we breathe slowly, and when we are anxious we breathe more quickly. 

Normal breathing 

When we breathe we take in oxygen (O2) that is used by the body. This process creates carbon 

dioxide (CO2), a waste product that we breathe out. When our breathing is relaxed the levels of 

oxygen and carbon dioxide are balanced - this allows our body to function efficiently. 

Exercise breathing 

Our breathing rate increases during exercise to take in more oxygen. The body uses the extra 

oxygen to fuel the muscles and so produces more carbon dioxide. The increased breathing rate 

leads to more carbon dioxide being expelled. This means that the balance between oxygen and 

carbon dioxide levels is maintained. 

Anxious breathing 

When we are anxious our breathing rate increases: we take in more oxygen and breathe out 

more carbon dioxide than usual. However, because the body is not working any harder than 

normal it is not using up any extra oxygen, and so it is not producing any extra carbon dioxide. 

Because carbon dioxide is being expelled faster than it is being produced its concentration in 

the blood goes down (leading to a temporary change in the pH of the blood called respiratory 

alkalosis). This change in CO2 blood concentration can lead us to feeling unpleasantly light-

headed, tingly in our fingers and toes, clammy, and sweaty. 

When our breathing returns to its usual rate the levels of carbon dioxide in the blood return to 

normal, and the symptoms resolve. You can deliberately relax your breathing to feel better. 

Relaxed breathing instructions 

1) Sit or lie down comfortably. Close your eyes if you would like to

2) Breathe slowly and steadily in through your nose for a count of 4

3) Hold your breath for a count of 2

4) Breathe out slowly and steadily for a count of 4

5) Repeat for a few minutes

CO2 Balanced 
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Relaxed Breathing 
When we are anxious or threatened our breathing speeds up in order to get our body ready for 

danger. Relaxed breathing (sometimes called abdominal or diaphragmatic breathing) signals the 

body that it is safe to relax. Relaxed breathing is slower and deeper than normal breathing, and it 

happens lower in the body (the belly rather than the chest). 

How to do relaxed breathing 
 To practice make sure you are sitting or lying comfortably

• Close your eyes if you are comfortable doing so

• Try to breathe through your nose rather than your mouth

 Deliberately slow your breathing down. Breathe in to a count of 4, pause for a

moment, then breathe out to a count of four

• Make sure that your breaths are smooth, steady, and continuous - not jerky

• Pay particular attention to your out-breath - make sure it is smooth and steady

Am I doing it right? What should I be paying attention to? 
• Relaxed breathing should be low down in the abdomen (belly), and not high in the

chest. You can check this by putting one hand on your stomach and one on your chest

Try to keep the top hand still, your breathing should only move the bottom hand

• Focus your attention on your breath - some people find it helpful to count in their head

to begin with (”In ... two ... three ... four ... pause ... Out ... two ... three ... four ... pause ...”)

How long and how often? 
• Try breathing in a relaxed way for at least a few minutes at a time - it might take a few

minutes for you to notice an effect. If you are comfortable, aim for 5-10 minutes

• Try to practice regularly - perhaps three times a day

Variations and troubleshooting 
• Find a slow breathing rhythm that is comfortable for you. Counting to 4 isn’t an

absolute rule. Try 3 or 5. The important thing is that the breathing is slow and steady

• Some people find the sensation of relaxing to be unusual or uncomfortable at first but

this normally passes with practice. Do persist and keep practising




