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1. Defining Behavioral Emotion Regulation

Behavioral Emotion Regulation (BER) refers to the set of overt, observable actions individuals

employ to influence the intensity, duration, or type of emotional experiences they are undergoing.

Unlike cognitive regulation strategies, which involve mental manipulation of appraisals or attention,

BER focuses on the manipulation of the external environment or the body itself. This critical

distinction places BER within the broader framework of emotion regulation, highlighting the

importance of action-oriented coping mechanisms. Effective emotion regulation is not simply

about feeling better; it is fundamentally about adjusting emotional responses to align with

situational demands and personal goals, thereby facilitating adaptive functioning in complex social

and environmental contexts. The study of BER provides crucial insight into how individuals

transition from internal affective states to externalized, goal-directed behaviors, bridging the gap

between feeling and action and defining the tangible ways people manage their inner lives.

The conceptualization of BER is deeply rooted in the process model of emotion regulation, most

notably articulated by James Gross, which typically places behavioral responses towards the end

of the regulatory sequence, often following cognitive reappraisal or attentional deployment.

However, it is vital to recognize that behavioral strategies can occur at various stages. For

example, situation selection--the act of choosing to enter or avoid certain environments--is a

preemptive behavioral regulation strategy that occurs before the emotional response is fully

elicited. Conversely, response modulation strategies, such as engaging in vigorous exercise to

dissipate anger, occur after the emotion is already underway. This temporal flexibility underscores

the dynamic nature of BER, positioning it as a continuous feedback loop rather than a linear

endpoint. Understanding the timing and context of these actions is paramount for evaluating their

efficacy and potential maladaptive consequences, demanding a nuanced view of when and why

specific behaviors are deployed.

A core characteristic of behavioral strategies is their tangibility and measurability, offering a clear

contrast to internal cognitive processes. Examples of BER range from simple, immediate actions

like deep breathing or leaving a stressful conversation, to complex, sustained efforts such as

seeking social support or engaging in distraction through intensive hobbies. The success of BER is

often judged by its ability to modify the affective state while also achieving functional outcomes,

such as maintaining social relationships or completing essential tasks. When these behaviors fail

to alleviate distress or, worse, lead to detrimental outcomes (e.g., substance abuse used for

avoidance), they are classified as instances of behavioral emotion dysregulation. Therefore, the

adaptive quality of a behavioral strategy is highly dependent on its flexibility, context

appropriateness, and long-term consequences for well-being and psychological health, requiring

individuals to possess a diverse and adaptable repertoire of actions.
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2. Theoretical Foundations and the Process Model

The theoretical understanding of Behavioral Emotion Regulation is predominantly anchored in the

aforementioned Gross's Process Model, which organizes regulatory efforts based on the timeline

of emotion generation. This comprehensive model identifies five families of emotion regulation

strategies: situation selection, situation modification, attentional deployment, cognitive change, and

response modulation. Behavioral strategies are heavily implicated in the first two and the final

category, representing the external, action-oriented limbs of the regulatory sequence. Situation

selection involves taking concrete actions to influence which situations one encounters, such as

choosing to attend a calming yoga class instead of a high-stress competitive event, effectively

preventing the potential emotional trigger. Situation modification involves actively changing the

external environment once a situation is encountered, perhaps by asking a colleague to lower their

voice during a stressful meeting or physically reorganizing a workspace. These early-stage

behavioral interventions are often prophylactic, aiming to minimize the chances of generating

unwanted emotions in the first place, thus demonstrating the proactive capacity of BER.

The final category, response modulation, is where many classic BER techniques reside and is

characterized by attempts to influence the emotional response once it is fully generated. Response

modulation involves directly influencing the physiological, experiential, or behavioral output of an

emotion after it has been fully elicited. While response modulation can involve internal actions (like

suppressing emotional expression), it most frequently involves external behaviors designed to alter

the emotional trajectory. For instance, engaging in physical activity is a behavioral response

modulation strategy that changes physiological arousal patterns, often leading to a reduction in

negative affect. Similarly, the behavioral expression of seeking comfort or engaging in aggressive

acts are also forms of response modulation, albeit varying widely in their adaptive value. The

critical insight provided by the process model is that behavioral regulation is not a monolithic

construct but rather a diverse set of actions deployed strategically across the entire emotional

episode, from initiation to termination.

Furthermore, BER strategies can be categorized based on their functional approach: approach-

oriented or avoidance-oriented. Approach strategies involve actively confronting the emotional

situation or engaging in behaviors that directly address the emotional experience, such such as

problem-solving, seeking informational support, or emotional processing through expressive

writing. These strategies generally require greater effort and cognitive resources but are often

associated with better long-term psychological outcomes, as they facilitate mastery over the

environment and emotional material. In contrast, avoidance strategies involve actions designed

to escape, ignore, or minimize contact with the emotional trigger or the resulting affective state.

Examples include behavioral distraction (e.g., compulsive cleaning, excessive gaming), social

withdrawal, or substance use. While avoidance can provide immediate, powerful relief from

distress, chronic reliance on these behaviors often impedes genuine emotional processing and
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problem resolution, leading to emotional rigidity and the maintenance of psychopathology,

demanding careful differentiation in clinical assessment.

3. Key Behavioral Strategies: Approach and Engagement

Approach-oriented behavioral regulation strategies are highly valued in therapeutic contexts due to

their strong association with psychological flexibility, resilience, and long-term adaptation. These

strategies are characterized by an active engagement with the emotional stimulus or the underlying

problem causing the distress, requiring the individual to move toward, rather than away from,

difficult emotional material. One primary approach strategy is problem-focused coping, which

involves taking direct behavioral steps to change the stressful situation itself. For example, if

anxiety stems from an upcoming presentation, the approach behavior might be scheduling extra

practice sessions, consulting an expert for feedback, or dedicating time to meticulous preparation.

This strategy is highly adaptive when the stressor is controllable, allowing the individual to exert

agency and reduce the threat perception through effective action, thereby building self-efficacy.

Another crucial approach behavior is seeking social support. This is not merely an internal desire

for help but the overt, behavioral act of reaching out to others--friends, family, or professionals--to

obtain advice, emotional reassurance, or tangible assistance. Social support seeking acts as a

powerful buffer against stress by distributing the emotional burden and often providing novel

perspectives or resources necessary for situation modification. The adaptive nature of this strategy

relies heavily on the quality of the support network and the manner in which the support is solicited;

aggressive or overly demanding requests for help can sometimes backfire, leading to relational

strain rather than relief. When executed skillfully, this behavior leverages interpersonal resources

to achieve emotional and practical goals, demonstrating the social dimension of effective BER.

Finally, emotional expression and processing, when done adaptively, constitute a key approach

behavior. This includes actions such as journaling about feelings, talking openly about emotional

distress in a constructive manner, or engaging in artistic expression (e.g., painting, playing music)

that externalizes and organizes internal emotional chaos. These behaviors facilitate the labeling

and understanding of complex emotional states, a necessary precursor to effective regulation,

moving beyond simple feeling toward cognitive awareness. Adaptive expression differs markedly

from maladaptive venting, which is typically characterized by high arousal and a focus on

broadcasting distress without subsequent attempts at resolution or cognitive reframing. The act of

externalizing the emotion through behavior allows for objectification and subsequent mastery,

transforming raw affect into manageable information.

4. Maladaptive Behavioral Avoidance and Withdrawal

In stark contrast to approach strategies, behavioral avoidance strategies are defined by actions
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taken to increase psychological distance from the emotional trigger or the resulting distress, often

sacrificing long-term well-being for immediate comfort. While strategic, temporary avoidance can

be beneficial (e.g., taking a short break from an overwhelming task to recharge), habitual reliance

on avoidance behaviors is a hallmark of emotional dysregulation and often contributes significantly

to the maintenance of anxiety disorders, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder. The

immediate relief offered by avoidance creates a powerful negative reinforcement cycle, making

the individual less likely to confront similar situations in the future and thus inhibiting the

development of mastery experiences and necessary emotional learning. This cycle entrenches fear

and limits the individual's functional life space.

Specific examples of maladaptive BER include social withdrawal, where individuals physically

isolate themselves to prevent exposure to potentially triggering interpersonal dynamics such as

criticism or rejection. While this immediately reduces the risk of social conflict or judgment, it

simultaneously deprives the individual of supportive resources, opportunities for corrective

emotional experiences, and practice in navigating complex social interactions. Another significant

category involves behavioral distraction taken to extremes, such as excessive consumption of

media, compulsive work, or engaging in high-risk behaviors solely to shift attention away from

internal distress. These behaviors serve as powerful, albeit temporary, emotional suppressors,

preventing the necessary processing of underlying affective material and often leading to neglected

responsibilities or physical harm.

Perhaps the most clinically significant maladaptive BER strategy is the use of substance abuse or

other addictive behaviors (e.g., binge eating, excessive gambling) as a means of rapid response

modulation. These behaviors are highly effective in rapidly altering physiological and experiential

components of emotion--dampening negative affect or artificially boosting positive states--due to

their direct pharmacological effects on the nervous system. However, their long-term

consequences are devastating, leading to dependence, physical health decline, and profound

functional impairment. The intense desire to regulate difficult emotions often drives the initiation

and maintenance of these addictive cycles, underscoring the critical need for teaching alternative,

adaptive behavioral coping skills in clinical populations to break the destructive pattern of relying

on external substances for internal regulation.

5. Developmental Trajectories of Behavioral Regulation

The capacity for effective Behavioral Emotion Regulation is not innate but develops progressively

throughout childhood and adolescence, heavily influenced by temperament, parental modeling,

and environmental feedback. Infants initially rely entirely on caregivers for external regulation (e.g.,

soothing, feeding, physical comforting), a crucial process termed co-regulation. As toddlers

mature, they begin to internalize and execute simple behavioral strategies independently, such as

turning away from an overstimulating object, covering their eyes, or seeking out a comfort item
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(e.g., a blanket or toy). These early behavioral attempts are often clumsy and inefficient but

represent the fundamental foundation upon which all future independent regulation skills are built,

marking the transition from external to internal control.

During middle childhood, BER skills become significantly more sophisticated and context-

dependent. Children learn to use situation modification more effectively--for instance, negotiating

rules during a game to manage frustration or physically removing themselves from a heated

argument before it escalates. Crucially, the quality of parental BER modeling profoundly shapes

the child's repertoire. Parents who model flexible, approach-oriented coping strategies (e.g., taking

a walk when stressed, articulating problems clearly) tend to have children who adopt similar

adaptive behaviors, whereas exposure to parental avoidance, aggression, or emotional chaos may

predispose children toward maladaptive coping mechanisms and difficulty in generating

appropriate behavioral responses. This observational learning is critical for the transmission of

regulatory competence.

Adolescence marks a period of significant refinement, characterized by an increased ability to

utilize complex, future-oriented BER strategies, often involving extensive planning and social

coordination. Adolescents begin to use peers as primary sources of social support and learn

sophisticated forms of situation selection (e.g., choosing friend groups or extracurricular activities

based on emotional needs and goals). However, this period is also characterized by heightened

emotional intensity and sensitivity, and the reliance on maladaptive peer-modeled behaviors, such

as risk-taking, impulsivity, or substance experimentation for emotional relief, often emerges as a

powerful, but detrimental, regulatory strategy. Therefore, successful developmental trajectories

involve consolidating early skills while integrating complex social and planning capabilities to

manage increasingly demanding emotional landscapes and navigate the pressures of identity

formation.

6. Clinical Significance and Behavioral Dysregulation

Behavioral Emotion Regulation is central to understanding and treating nearly all forms of

psychopathology because emotional dysregulation often manifests primarily through problematic

behavioral strategies that maintain distress or cause harm. In conditions like Borderline Personality

Disorder (BPD), dysregulation frequently presents as impulsive, self-destructive behaviors--such

as self-harm or risky sexual behavior--which are often desperate, albeit ineffective, attempts to

modulate overwhelming emotional distress. These behaviors are powerful examples of response

modulation gone awry, providing immediate, intense emotional relief (a primary reinforcer) at the

cost of significant long-term impairment and damage to self-image and relationships. Recognizing

these behaviors as flawed attempts at regulation is key to therapeutic intervention.

Similarly, anxiety disorders are fundamentally characterized by excessive reliance on behavioral
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avoidance. For an individual with Social Anxiety Disorder, the decision to decline a party invitation,

turn down a promotion, or avoid eye contact serves as a behavioral strategy to prevent anticipated

negative emotion (fear of judgment or panic). While this behavior reduces acute anxiety, it prevents

habituation, limits corrective emotional learning, and maintains the phobic response, reinforcing the

belief that the social situation is inherently dangerous. Therapeutic interventions like Exposure

Therapy are fundamentally designed to disrupt this maladaptive BER cycle, requiring the patient to

engage in approach behaviors (i.e., confronting the feared stimulus) without resorting to avoidance

or safety behaviors, thereby teaching the nervous system that the threat is manageable.

The critical intervention for improving BER skills across clinical disorders is often found within

cognitive-behavioral therapies (CBT) and, more specifically, dialectical behavior therapy (DBT).

DBT, in particular, emphasizes the explicit teaching of behavioral skills for distress tolerance and

emotion regulation. These skills include specific, actionable steps such as using distraction

techniques (e.g., the "ACCEPTS" skills), engaging in self-soothing behaviors, and practicing

radical acceptance, all of which provide patients with a structured repertoire of adaptive, overt

actions to replace impulsive or destructive behavioral responses. These therapeutic approaches

highlight that BER skills are learnable and measurable, offering a practical, skills-based pathway

toward better emotional functioning and a reduction in clinical symptoms tied to behavioral

impulsivity and avoidance.

7. Measurement and Assessment of Behavioral Strategies

Assessing Behavioral Emotion Regulation requires methodologies that can accurately capture

overt actions, context dependency, and the functional outcome of the regulatory attempt.

Measurement typically falls into three categories: self-report questionnaires, observational

methods, and ecological momentary assessment (EMA). Self-report measures, such as the

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ) or the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS),

often contain subscales that tap into behavioral aspects, such as behavioral suppression of

expression or engagement in goal-directed behavior when distressed. While convenient and easy

to administer to large samples, self-report is susceptible to various biases, including social

desirability and limited insight into automatic or habitual behavioral patterns, necessitating

verification through other means.

Observational methods offer a more objective view by having trained coders analyze behavior in

controlled laboratory settings or naturalistic environments. For instance, researchers might observe

parent-child interactions to code instances of behavioral co-regulation or observe individuals

completing a stressful task to quantify time spent on task versus time spent on displacement or

distraction behaviors. These methods provide high ecological validity but are inherently resource-

intensive and may suffer from reactivity (the change in behavior when being observed).

Observational assessment is particularly valuable for studying subtle, non-verbal BER cues, such
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as shifts in posture, physical proximity seeking, or micro-expressions that indicate an attempt to

manage or conceal an emotional state.

Finally, Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) involves prompting individuals multiple times

daily, via technology like smartphones, to report on their current emotional state, the context, and

the specific behavioral strategies they are currently employing. EMA provides real-time data,

minimizing recall bias and allowing researchers to link specific behavioral actions (e.g., "I just went

for a run," "I called a friend") to immediate changes in affect and subsequent environmental

outcomes. This method is crucial for understanding the dynamic interplay between environment,

emotion, and regulatory behavior as it unfolds in daily life, providing the most nuanced

understanding of an individual's actual, rather than generalized, behavioral regulatory repertoire.

The future of BER research is moving toward integrating physiological measures with behavioral

observations, using tools like accelerometry to track physical activity (a key BER strategy) or

wearable sensors to monitor physiological arousal alongside reported actions, creating a

comprehensive, multimodal assessment system.
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