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A LITTLE BIT ABOUT ME
· Credentials: Registered Psychologist

· Past Work: Youth justice system. Kids and   
  adolescents at the U of A Hospital.

· Present Work: Cheryl Becker & Associates



TONIGHT WE’LL TALK ABOUT:
1. Emotions & ADHD

2. What is emotional dysregulation and why 
does this happen?  

3. Types of dysregulation:
   · Kids
   · Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria
   · Overwhelm

4. Emotional Resilience:
   · Tips
   · Tricks
   · Helpful Strategies



MY BASIC BELIEFS ABOUT 
EMOTIONS:
· Emotions are neither good or bad, they just are.  

· We need to feel our emotions (feel yo’ feels), but 
we also need to be skeptical of them.  

· It is best not to make decisions based on emotions 
but to use emotions as information to help make 
decisions.

· The best way to be able to manage our emotions 
which is an on-going and imperfect process 
(practice makes improvement), is to be aware of 
them and re-direct them in a way that is useful.



· Have evolved over hundreds of 
thousands of years.

· Fight, flight, freeze, love, curiosity, 
etc.

· Useful and necessary for our survival.

· Motivate us to act.

THE EVOLUTION OF  
EMOTIONS



MODERN DAY 
SABER TOOTH

TIGERS



ADHD’ERS MAY
 EXPERIENCE 
EMOTIONAL 

HYPERAROUSAL  



HOW MANY ADHD'ERS HAVE 
EMOTIONAL REGULATION 
PROBLEMS?
· 38% of children with ADHD (ten times more 
than in the general population).

· 24% to 50% youth with ADHD.

· About 30% of adults say emotional 
instability is the most impairing symptom of 
their ADHD.



WHAT DOES EMOTIONAL 
DYSREGULATION LOOK LIKE?

· Flash temper

· Low frustration tolerance

· Being easily overwhelmed by 
emotions

· Inability to keep from 
feeling the pain of others

· Sensitivity to rejection and 
criticism

· Hopelessness and 
demoralization

ADULTS:
· Meltdowns and temper 
tantrums

· Aggression on the 
playground or at home

· Social rejection (because kids 
tend to prefer to play with kids 
that they predict)

KIDS: 

THE HYPERAROUSAL 
OF ADHD MEANS THAT MOST PEOPLE 

WITH ADHD STRUGGLE TO EXPERIENCE PEACE. 



DO I HAVE PROBLEMS WITH
EMOTIONAL DYSREGULATION?
HOW MANY OF THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS WOULD YOU SAY “YES” TO?
With thanks to William Dodson – ADDitude



1. Do you feel especially sensitive to rejection, teasing, 
criticism, or the perception that you have failed or 
fallen short?

2. Do you have meltdowns or blow-ups, or have to be 
“talked off the ledge” when you are overwhelmed by your 
emotional responses?

3. Do you not see your mood shifts coming and get 
“blindsided” by your own emotions?

4. Do others “walk on eggshells” around you?

5. Do those around you complain that they can’t 
understand your reactions, or can’t “keep up” with 
your ever-changing emotions?

6. Do you feel like you can’t relax, even on weekends and 
vacation?



7. Do you feel like you experience emotions differently— 
more intensely, suddenly, unpredictably—than the people 
around you?

8. Before being diagnosed with ADHD, were you told you 
might have a mood disorder, anxiety, bipolar disorder, or 
borderline character disorder?

9. When you experience feelings of extreme happiness,  
anger, or sadness, do you feel like your emotions flare up 
out of nowhere and then resolve themselves just as 
quickly?

10. Do you experience low self-esteem as a result of your 
hyperactive emotions?

11. Do you feel (or have you been told directly) that your 
intense emotions make you “weird” or “different?”

12. As an adult, do you feel like a child who is “faking” 
being a real adult due to your uncontrolled emotions?



WHAT CAUSES 
THESE STORMS?
1. Problems with the dopamine system.

2.  Connection issues.

3.  Glitches in the "default mode" 
network.



HIPPOCAMPUS

AMYGDALA

PREFRONTAL
CORTEX
· Attention
· Concentration
· Focus

· Learning
· Memory

· Emotional Regulation
· Reactivity

THE LIMBIC
SYSTEM



  HUMAN EMOTIONS ARE 
       COMPLICATED

TRIGGER
Something that starts it all 

THOUGHTS
Interpretation of the trigger—meaning

(associations we have from the past)

FEELINGS
Body reaction—emotion

ACTIONS
What do I do?

(fight, flight or freeze)



BRENE BROWN HAS IDENTIFIED 
87 EMOTIONS

THE FIRST THING WE 
WANT TO DO IS NAME
OUR EMOTION —
TEACH OUR KIDS AN 
EMOTION LANGUAGE.



FLOODING SOCIAL ANXIETY
People with ADHD can be flooded with 
an emotion:

· It feels overwhelming

· It is hard to shift to other thoughts 
and feelings 

· The shiniest thing in the mind gets 
all the attention and sometimes that 
shiny thing is an intense feeling

People with ADHD can feel overwhelmed 
with exaggerated fears of being seen by 
others as incompetent, uncool or 
unappealing.



EMOTIONAL REGULATION:
STEP TWO — ACTIONS
1. It all starts with 1 breath—then take
 ten breaths 

2. Get active
  · Walk
  · Vigorous exercise
  · Dance

3. Cold water

4. Do the opposite action—if angry give
 your plants or pet some love

5. Butterfly hug

6. Grounding exercises
  · Sitting on the ground
  · Mountain pose

Relaxed shoulders

Gaze straight

Back straight

Legs straight

Firm thigh muscles

Core engaged

Feet full contact 
  on the floor

HOW
TO DO THE 

MOUNTAIN POSE



THE IMPACT OF
INTENSE EMOTIONS
· We react to minor problems or annoyances as if 
they were DEFCON Level 1 threats

· We have difficulty calming down once a strong 
emotion has taken hold

· We get overly excited about things, including 
good things

· We’re extremely sensitive to disapproval, 
rejection, and criticism



 REJECTION SENSISIVITY DYSPHORIA  ( RSD)

TRIGGER
The perception of being 

rejected, teased, criticized, 
disappointing someone else, 

disappointing ourself, or a 
sense of personal failure. 

THOUGHTS
Associations that we 

have from the past with 
this trigger.

FEELINGS
Intense emotional pain.
Shame and guilt.

ACTIONS
Withdraw, avoid taking 

risks, stuff or blast.                                                                                                                                       



THE TYPICAL WAYS PEOPLE DEAL WITH RSD:

Many people with (or without) 
ADHD don’t know how to express 
feelings. They learn to sublimate 
their emotions, because we often 
think they are unacceptable so 
they try to hold it all in or stuffing 
the feelings back down

Can lead to physical symptoms, 
like a headache or an upset 
stomach or it can contribute 
to mental health problems like 
depression or anxiety.

STUFFERS:

Some people with (or without) 
ADHD can’t inhibit themselves—
their anger blasts out, or they are 
reduced to tears. This can create 
more problems than it solves.  

BLASTERS:

MANY  PEOPLE WITH 
RSD BECOME PEOPLE 
PLEASERS OR AVOID 
TAKING RISKS ALL 
TOGETHER.



THE SIX KINDS
OF OVERWHELM

Stimulation 
Overwhelm 
Noises, lights, 
people, etc.1

Cognitive 
Overwhelm 
Noisy, busy 
mind. 2

Emotional 
Overwhelm 
Intense feelings, 
flooded with 
feeling.3

Logistical 
Overhwhelm 
Planning & 
organizing. 4

Task 
Overwhelm 
Too many 
things to do, 
lists & lists.5

Clutter
Overwhelm 
So much clutter & 
disorganization.6



WHAT TO DO WITH 
OVERWHELM
1. Notice the Overwhelm
 What are your signs? Be curious. 

2. Label the Overwhelm
 What kind of overwhelm is it?

3. Step Away
Decrease the stimulation if you can. 

4. General Tips: 
  · Make sure you get enough sleep
  · Say no to things
  · Practice mindfulness
  · Create routine



OVERSTIMULATION
OVERWHELM

COGNITIVE 
OVERWHELM

EMOTIONAL 
OVERWHELM

· Mind dump
· Record your thoughts
· Take a breath

· Go for a walk
· Soothe your senses
· Take a breath

· Take space
· Reduce the onslaught
· Take a breath

LOGISTICAL
OVERWHELM

TASK
OVERWHELM

CLUTTER
OVERWHELM

· Walk it through
· Work backwards
· Take a breath

· Write it down
· Break it down
· Take a breath

· Start anywhere
· 15 minute tidy
· Take a breath



THE GOALS OF 
EMOTIONAL REGULATION:
Feelings: the ability to self-soothe to reduce the 
severity of an intense emotion.

Thoughts: the ability to refocus attention from 
emotionally provocative events.

Actions: the ability to substitute healthier responses 
in the interest of long-term welfare.



KIDS, MELTDOWNS
& EMOTIONAL COPING
Step One: Try to understand what is going 
on. What are the triggers and needs?

Step Two: low, slow, repeat.

Step Three: Break down tasks.

Step Four: Praise the effort, not the 
outcome.

INTERVENTIONS LIKE MEDICATION, 
PARENT TRAINING, AND CONTROLLING FOR 
ENVIRONMENTAL TRIGGERS MAY BE MOST 

HELPFUL FOR THIS STAGE. 



CREATING 
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE
Manage your stress:
 · Sleep — routine
 · Exercise — daily
 · Nutrition — protein, snacks, etc.
 · Ensuring enough decompression time 
 · Social connection 
 · Play and fun



EMOTIONAL
REGULATION:

STEP ONE

TRIGGER
The trigger = "x"

Starts with the 
awareness that you've 

been triggered.

FEELINGS
Notice the sensations.

Name or label
the feeling and come
up with two or more

feeling words.

THOUGHTS
Ask yourself:

Why does "x" bug me?
What does "x" mean to me?
What scares me about "x" 

happening?
What has my experience with "x" 

been in the past?
What did I learn about "x" as a child?

ACTIONS
Observe your reaction:

 Am I overthinking? 
Am I in fight (irritable)?

Am I in flight (looking for escape–
screens, substance, etc)?

Am I freezing (do I feel overwhelmed 
and unable to do anything)?



EMOTIONAL
REGULATION:

STEP TWO

TRIGGER
· Know your triggers
· Anticipatory coping
· Avoid emotionally 

provocative situations

THOUGHTS

FEELINGS

ACTIONS



EMOTIONAL REGULATION: 
STEP TWO — THOUGHTS
Slow things down to bring the prefrontal cortex on-line again by:

Self-talking: 
 · Ok, I’ve just been triggered and my mind is all over the place
 · Challenge your thoughts gently (just because I think it doesn’t 
   mean it’s accurate)
 · Label our thoughts as “drama”

Quiet the mind using a variety of techniques:
 · Listen to a podcast
 · Count
 · Leaves on a stream
 · Drop the rope
 · Notice five things

Mind dump:
 · Write it out
 · Talk out loud

Humor: 
 · Laughing about a situation sometimes helps change
   perspectives and attitudes around the once troubling situation



EMOTIONAL REGULATION:
STEP TWO — FEELINGS
1. Know your signs and signals 

2.  Name your emotion
  · "Wow, am I ever sad"

3. Feel it a little and try to shift
   · E.g. have a pity party

4. Soothe the body
  · Use the senses
  · Music

5. Use some of the same techniques as thoughts
  · Clouds in the sky
  · Leaves on a stream



EMOTIONAL RELEASE:
STEP BY STEP
1.  Find a place to be alone (take a time 
out).

2. Allow yourself to cry, rant, rave, or curse 
people out. Get it all out. Do this out loud, 
on paper or on your phone or computer.

3. Try not to make yourself the target of 
your rant.

4. Try to set a time limit to this if possible.

5. Afterward, breathe and try to get 
grounded again.

6. With a supportive friend, ask if you can 
vent to them. Time limited and they do 
not need to give feedback—justa hug.



OTHER 
HELPFUL TIPS:

1. Daily gratitude ritual.

2. Happy vision board or  
playlist.

3. Self-compassion. 
All of us humans are bumbling 
through life, doing the best we 
can at any given moment.
We are all beginners.

“HEY, BUDDY, DON’T SWEAT IT.
 TOMORROW’S A NEW START.” 


