
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Self Comforting

Authored by

mohammad looti

October 6, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Self Comforting. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34950

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34950
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34950
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Self Comforting 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Self Comforting

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Developmental Psychology, Clinical Psychology, Emotion

Regulation, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

1. Core Definition of Self Comforting

Self comforting, often referred to synonymously with self-soothing, is the fundamental

psychological and behavioral ability to manage and reduce one's own internal distress, particularly

when faced with a stressful situation or when experiencing a state of high emotional or

physiological arousal. This capacity enables an individual to shift from a disturbed or dysregulated

state back toward emotional equilibrium without relying immediately or exclusively on external

support or intervention. It is a critical component of healthy psychological functioning, allowing

individuals to maintain stability and continue goal-directed behavior even in the face of

environmental challenges.

The core mechanism of self comforting involves utilizing learned strategies--whether they are

cognitive, sensory, or behavioral--to mediate the body's stress response. When the limbic system

is activated by a perceived threat or stressor, resulting in rapid heart rate, heightened anxiety, or

emotional intensity, the self-comforting process initiates a counter-regulatory action. This process

seeks to dampen the physiological response, promoting a sense of safety and predictability.

Effective self comforting is thus inherently linked to emotional flexibility and the ability to tolerate

temporary discomfort while working toward de-escalation.

The capacity for self comforting stands in direct opposition to emotional dysregulation, which is

characterized by an inability to moderate the intensity or duration of emotional responses. While

basic forms of soothing are innate (such as crying for help), the sophisticated, autonomous ability

to comfort one's self is a learned developmental skill. This skill is essential for achieving

psychological maturity and resilience, underpinning the ability to function independently in complex

social and professional environments.

2. Developmental Origins and Acquisition

The ability to comfort one's self is not present at birth but is meticulously learned during infancy

and early childhood, rooted in the quality of the primary caregiver-infant relationship. In the early

months of life, infants possess only rudimentary mechanisms for distress management, relying

entirely on the caregiver to provide soothing, a process known as co-regulation or external

regulation. When a baby is distressed, the caregiver provides comfort through physical contact,

auditory stimulation (talking, singing), or need fulfillment (feeding, diapering). These repeated,

reliable soothing experiences create a neural blueprint for comfort.
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According to theories of attachment, particularly the work related to Attachment Theory, the

internalized experience of being effectively soothed by a reliable figure is gradually integrated into

the child's internal working models. The child learns that distress is manageable and that

resources for comfort are available. Over time, the child begins to mimic and internalize these

regulatory behaviors. For instance, the infant who was habitually rocked by a parent may begin to

rock themselves gently when distressed, or the infant who was given a blanket may utilize that

object (a transitional object, in Winnicott's framework) to bridge the gap between dependence and

independence.

Failure in the reliable co-regulation process due to inconsistent or neglectful caregiving can impede

the development of robust self-comforting skills. If the child never fully internalizes the necessary

mechanisms, they may grow into an adult who remains excessively reliant on external validation,

substance use, or inter-personal relationships to manage even mild stress. Therefore, the

foundational period of infancy is critical for establishing the neural and psychological pathways that

will govern emotional resilience throughout the lifespan.

3. Self Comforting as a Component of Self-Regulation

Self comforting functions as a critical subset of the broader construct of self-regulation. Self-

regulation encompasses the ability to control one's behavior, emotions, and mental state in the

pursuit of long-term goals. While self-regulation includes behavioral inhibition (controlling impulses)

and executive function (planning and focus), self comforting is specific to the emotional dimension,

ensuring that intense feeling states do not overwhelm cognitive processing or derail goal

attainment.

The relationship between self comforting and emotional self-regulation is hierarchical: an individual

must first be able to self-comfort (de-escalate high arousal) before they can successfully apply

sophisticated cognitive regulatory strategies, such as reappraisal or problem-solving. If a person is

in a state of panic or extreme anger, their prefrontal cortex, responsible for executive function, is

often momentarily deactivated. Self comforting acts as a first-line defense, a technique to return

the brain to a state of sufficient calm where rational, regulatory thought can resume.

This interplay highlights the fundamental role of self comforting in mental health. Individuals with

strong regulatory capacities can experience a stressful event, employ self-comforting techniques

(e.g., deep breathing, taking a break) to manage the immediate emotional fallout, and then

transition seamlessly into adaptive problem-solving (e.g., developing an action plan). Conversely,

those lacking these skills often remain trapped in cycles of rumination or impulsive reactions,

demonstrating impaired overall self-regulation.
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4. Key Characteristics of Self-Comforting

Self-comforting is defined by several core characteristics that distinguish it from other forms of

coping or emotional strategies. These attributes highlight its internal origin and its goal of returning

the individual to a state of emotional equilibrium.

Internal Locus of Control: The ability relies solely on the individual's resources and actions,

independent of external support or intervention once the skill is mastered. This distinction is crucial

for fostering independence and resilience.

Homeostatic Function: The primary goal is the rapid reduction of high arousal or stress, restoring

physiological and psychological balance (homeostasis). Effective techniques act quickly to soothe

the nervous system.

Learned Behavior: Unlike primal reflexes, self-comforting skills are acquired through

developmental experiences, primarily co-regulation with caregivers during infancy and subsequent

modeling throughout childhood.

Volitional Implementation: Adaptive self-comforting is a conscious choice and application of a

coping strategy, reflecting mature executive function and self-awareness of one's emotional state.

Understanding these characteristics is vital when distinguishing adaptive self-comforting from

impulsive actions or unhealthy dependencies, as true self-comforting empowers the individual

rather than creating new vulnerabilities.

5. Typology of Self-Comforting Behaviors in Adulthood

Self-comforting behaviors evolve significantly from the basic actions of infancy (e.g., thumbsucking

or snuggling with a blankie) into complex strategies employed by adults. These adult behaviors can

be broadly categorized into sensory/motor, cognitive, and behavioral mechanisms, all aimed at

restoring internal balance following distress.

Sensory and Motor Strategies: These techniques utilize the five senses or rhythmic physical

movement to ground the individual and interrupt the stress response. Examples include taking a

hot bath or going to the spa (tactile/temperature comfort), listening to calming music (auditory),

practicing deep breathing or meditation (somatic awareness), or engaging in rhythmic movements

like rocking or gentle stretching. These actions often mimic the external soothing provided by a

caregiver in early life, harnessing the body's innate response to repetitive, gentle stimulation.

Cognitive and Mindfulness Strategies: This category involves internal mental work to manage

distress. Examples include positive self-talk, often utilizing phrases internalized from supportive

figures; cognitive reframing, where the stressful event is reassessed to reduce its perceived threat;

and practicing mindfulness, which involves non-judgmental awareness of the present moment to

reduce rumination about the past or anxiety about the future. These strategies are often central to
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therapeutic approaches like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Dialectical Behavior Therapy

(DBT).

Behavioral and Environmental Strategies: These involve engaging in specific activities or

manipulating the environment to achieve comfort. Common examples include retreating to a

calming space, taking a long walk in nature, practicing a beloved hobby (such as knitting, painting,

or gardening), or engaging in mild physical exercise. These actions serve not only as distraction

but also as constructive ways to reassert control and competence, thereby soothing the

psychological impact of the stressor.

6. Adaptive vs. Maladaptive Comforting

A crucial distinction in clinical psychology is between adaptive and maladaptive self-comforting

behaviors. Adaptive comforting provides genuine emotional relief, builds resilience, is sustainable

over the long term, and does not interfere with life functioning or create additional problems.

Examples such as meditation, exercise, or spending time in nature fall into this category because

they promote physical and mental health.

Maladaptive self-comforting, conversely, provides only immediate, short-term relief while

simultaneously undermining long-term stability or creating new sources of distress. These

behaviors are often characterized by avoidance and dependency. Common examples include

emotional eating, excessive alcohol or drug consumption, compulsive spending, social withdrawal

that turns into isolation, or engaging in high-risk activities. While these actions effectively reduce

immediate high arousal, they fail to address the underlying stressor and often lead to guilt, shame,

physical harm, or financial instability.

The therapeutic goal in treating individuals who struggle with emotion regulation is often to replace

maladaptive coping mechanisms with effective, adaptive self-comforting skills. This process

typically involves enhancing distress tolerance, increasing mindfulness of emotional states, and

systematically introducing healthier behavioral substitutions that facilitate genuine repair rather

than temporary escape.

7. Further Reading

Emotion Regulation (Wikipedia)

Attachment Theory (Wikipedia)

Self-regulation (Wikipedia)

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotion_regulation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attachment_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-regulation
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34950
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

