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Self-regulation · About 4 minutes

Self-regulation: Room to choose
A short introduction to You Don’t Have to Be Calm to Have a Choice

“We need to talk.” Before Alex knows what the message is about, a defense is already taking shape. There is a
moment, sometimes only a second, when Alex can hear that defense forming. That moment is where I want to
begin.

Self-regulation gives us a broader aim. It includes recognizing what is happening, making sense of it and
finding a response we can stand behind.[1] Sometimes calm follows. Sometimes you make the necessary
phone call with your hands shaking, or say a clear no while you are still angry.

Start with what you can notice

You may notice a quick agreement before you know whether you wanted to agree. You may recognize a
defensive answer only after sending it. Neither moment is ideal, but both contain information. A correction
afterward can be a useful response in its own right.

You also have more options than managing a feeling internally. Emotion-regulation research includes
changing a situation, redirecting attention and reconsidering an interpretation.[2] A quieter room or a clearer
question may help more than another attempt to breathe evenly. If a workload is impossible, reducing it
deserves attention. Accepting your feelings does not require accepting mistreatment.[3]

Consider this fictional message to Alex: “We need to talk.” Alex becomes anxious and starts composing a
defense. Before sending it, Alex could separate the message from the prediction it has prompted:

The message asks for a conversation.

Alex expects blame.

The subject of the conversation is still unknown.

A question such as “What do you want to discuss?” might provide useful information. In a relationship with a
history of threats, seeking support or declining contact may fit better. A prediction deserves examination
without erasing the evidence that helped produce it.

Help can change what becomes possible

Dependable care has a place in this work. Bowlby describes an available relationship as a base for exploration;
Winnicott considers how supported experience contributes to the capacity to be alone.[4][5] Fosha’s
experiential writing attends to feelings that become approachable in responsive company.[6] These
perspectives leave room for learning with other people, rather than treating every need for support as a
failure.

What kind of support fits you today? You might want somebody to listen, help with a practical task or give you
room to think. The answer may change. Whether a strategy helps depends partly on the situation and on what
happens when you use it.[7]

The Self-regulation pathway begins with recognition, then explores allowing emotion, finding support and
responding while feeling remains. It also returns to what happens afterward. Perhaps a relationship needs
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repair. Perhaps you need sleep, less responsibility or assistance that has been missing. Accumulated strain
matters.[8]

A conversation can remain uncomfortable even when you have said something accurate and necessary. When
you look back, ask what you could hear, what you were able to say and what still needs attention. Those
questions will usually tell you more than whether you appeared composed.

Alex’s pause gives the larger essay’s idea of choice a very ordinary shape. The message is still there, and there
is a little more freedom about how to read and answer it.

Perhaps Alex reads the message again later and hears something different in it. The words are the same. This
time there is room to ask what the conversation is about, if asking feels safe.

Companion reading · You Don’t Have to Be Calm to Have a Choice

Full pathway companion · included with paid learning
Pathway introduction: Self-regulation (public introduction; full modules require access).
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