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What is Emotional Reactivity?

Emotional reactivity happens when we react impulsively to stress,

anger, or hurt. In these moments, we’re often in a “fight-or-flight” state,

leading us to overreact. 

This heightened emotional charge clouds our perception, making it

difficult to see the situation as it truly is. Instead of listening or

understanding, we become defensive, letting our emotions take

control.
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The Importance of Managing Emotional

Reactivity

Unchecked emotional reactivity doesn’t just strain relationships – it can

also amplify anxiety, reduce well-being, and make everyday challenges

feel overwhelming. Research indicates that reactivity is influenced by a

mix of factors, including recent stress and major life events. When

these stressors accumulate, our emotional responses become more

intense, making it harder to stay calm and in control.

Managing emotional reactivity goes beyond just feeling calmer—

research reveals that it can positively impact mental health, social

connections, and resilience. Empirical studies show that heightened

emotional expressions, especially in childhood, can impact mental

health, emotional resilience, and well-being long-term.

Moreover, early emotional reactivity, especially in high-stress childhood

environments, has been associated with a higher likelihood of mood

and anxiety disorders later in life. Building awareness and learning

techniques to manage reactivity early can break the cycle and prevent it

from escalating into long-term mental health issues.

Previous studies further connect emotional reactivity with impaired

emotional regulation and reduced social functioning. Individuals who

experience high reactivity often report difficulties in managing human

emotions across various contexts, which can affect work dynamics and

increase the likelihood of conflict or misunderstandings in

relationships.
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Recognizing Your Triggers: Common Causes of

Emotional Reactivity

Emotional reactivity is often triggered by specific situations or

memories. Recognizing these can be an essential first step toward

understanding and managing your reactions. Here are a few common

triggers:

Stress and Overwhelm: When daily demands build up, small

setbacks can feel huge. Juggling work deadlines, family

responsibilities, and social expectations can lead to heightened

sensitivity, making overreactions more likely.

Unresolved Past Experiences: Unaddressed emotional experiences

or past conflicts can make you more likely to react strongly. For

instance, even gentle criticism might trigger a strong reaction,

rooted in old wounds or unhealed hurts. 

Personal Relationships and Conflicts: Emotional reactivity can

spike in close relationships, where bonds and attachments run deep.

Frustrations with family, partners, or friends often trigger reactivity

because these bonds carry the weight of unspoken memories and

past conflicts.



Recognizing Emotional Reactivity in Everyday

Life: Work, Relationships, and Family

Emotional reactivity can sneak into all areas of life—sometimes so

subtly that you might not even recognize it at first. Yet over time, it can

have a profound impact on relationships, work dynamics, and overall

mental health and well-being. Let’s look at how emotional reactivity

commonly shows up in different life settings and how it may affect

your interactions.

At Work

In professional settings, reactivity can strain relationships and limit

career growth. For example, during a performance review, constructive

feedback from a supervisor might feel overly critical, triggering a

defensive emotional expression. This can make it hard to accept useful

advice or take steps to grow in your role. 

Repeated reactivity at work can lead to burnout, as constant emotional

and physiological responses to stressors can reduce both energy and

job satisfaction. Recognizing and managing these reactions is essential

for maintaining positive work relationships and a fulfilling career
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In Romantic Relationships

In close, intimate relationships, emotional reactivity may surface from

negative stimuli in arguments or tension during vulnerable moments.

For example, if your partner forgets something important to you or

makes a comment that feels dismissive, the strong emotions you feel

might push you to respond with anger or hurt rather than openly

communicating your feelings.

Over time, reactivity creates patterns of defensiveness, where partners

feel the need to “walk on eggshells.” This dynamic can erode emotional

intimacy and deepen misunderstandings.

With Friends and Family

In social and family settings, emotional reactivity may be rooted in

value differences or unresolved conflicts.

A friend’s comment might feel personal, or a family discussion on

sensitive topics—like career choices, relationships, or parenting—may

quickly escalate. In family dynamics, where relationships carry the

weight of shared history and unresolved issues, recurring reactivity can

lead to ongoing conflicts or emotional distance.
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Among friends, frequent reactivity may create barriers, leading to more

guarded or superficial interactions.

Looking For Therapy?

Start Healing Today.

  212-960-8626

How to Reduce Emotional Reactivity

Practice Active Listening

Active listening is a powerful way to defuse emotional reactivity and

connect more deeply with others. When we listen actively, we are

attempting to take in what the other is saying at face value. The goal is to

understand the message without letting our own biases, thoughts and

emotions get in the way.
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This does not mean ignoring your feelings though. If you feel negative

emotions while listening, make a mental note of them but don’t let them

explode. Instead, aim to set them aside so you can stay fully present

with the person speaking.

After listening, ask clarifying questions to understand your partner’s

perspective fully. Once you have a clear grasp of their position, take a

moment to check in with yourself and reflect on your feelings and

thoughts. When it’s your turn to speak, share your thoughts and

emotions as matter-of-factly and calmly as possible.

Sometimes our primary emotions are very intense, yet we can’t seem to

make sense of them or properly articulate them. If that’s the case, go

back to them on your own or with a therapist and explore further.

There’s something there.

With active listening, we can get to underlying issues with much less

conflict.

Recognition is the Way Forward

Once we recognize our own reactivity and figure out our triggers, we

become aware of how prone we are to misread people.

It takes a fair bit of self-examination to uncover some of the underlying

triggers behind emotional reactivity, but the benefits are clear: when

there are fewer emotional upsets, you build better relationships with

loved ones, and gain a clearer view of your partner and reality.

Emotional Regulation – The Balancing Act

The minute we try to repress or push our feelings away, the sooner we

feel defeated. As counterintuitive as it might seem, it’s better to feel

through our negative emotions, to let them in and be okay with them,

than to fight or repress them.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1104498.pdf
https://www.counselling-directory.org.uk/counsellor-articles/understanding-your-triggers-a-way-out-of-emotional-reactivity-and-addiction
https://www.counselling-directory.org.uk/counsellor-articles/understanding-your-triggers-a-way-out-of-emotional-reactivity-and-addiction
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1073191117694455
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1073191117694455


Emotional regulation, the ability to control how we react to strong

emotions, can be learned and mastered through practice. Therapy and

self-examination make emotional processing more effective.

Emotional regulation often involves diffusing heated situations by not

immediately acting, temporarily removing ourselves from certain

situations, and practicing active listening techniques. We can learn

strategies to bring down the intensity of the situation and perhaps later

re-approach it with composure.

Since reactivity is often a product of self-preservation, it helps to focus

on the feelings and desires of the other person involved, seeing them as

another feeling human rather than a threat. We can verbalize our own

feelings calmly and honestly while considering the other person’s to

find resolution.

When we experience intense emotions, emotional regulation is a

crucial skill for handling challenging situations calmly. Studies show

that as emotions escalate, we often choose unhealthy coping strategies

like rumination over healthier ones like reappraisal. Reappraisal

involves reframing a situation to lessen its emotional impact,

promoting calm and constructive responses. Rumination, however,

traps us in cycles of distress by repeatedly focusing on negative

thoughts without resolution.

Understanding how emotional intensity influences your choice of

emotion regulation strategy can help inform therapeutic approaches—

like psychotherapy or anger management—that aim to reduce

emotional reactivity.

Many therapists integrate mindfulness practice like grounding

techniques into this process to help patients focus on the present and

regain perspective. Mindfulness has a cumulative effect when practiced
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regularly. We get better at it and lower our stress threshold over time. It

also helps steer our minds back toward emotional processing rather

than reacting.

Emotional Reactivity – Points to Remember…

Nearly everyone has some level of emotional reactivity in daily life. The

good news? Through increasing awareness of your emotional and

physiological responses, you can reshape your relationships, feel more

grounded, and find greater peace in your emotional experiences. 

Imagine a life where, instead of reacting on impulse, you respond from

a place of inner calm and clarity.Here are some points to remember:

1. Recognize Triggers: What situations set you off? Just knowing your

triggers can reduce their power.

2. Find Calm and Listen: Slowing down to listen can transform conflict

into connection.

3. Stay Mindful: Practicing mindfulness keeps you grounded and in

control, even when negative and positive emotions run high.

4. Seek Support: Therapy can help you break down complex patterns,

build emotional resilience, and create emotional responses aligned



with how you want to show up.

Find Top-Rated Therapists in New York

When emotional reactivity disrupts your relationships, work, or sense

of peace, therapy can help you regain control. At Manhattan Mental

Health Counseling, we’re here to support you through online therapy

and help you break the cycle of reactivity and build emotional

resilience. Through a range of therapies that target emotional

regulation, mindfulness, and self-awareness, our compassionate

therapists offer personalized care for mental health and well-being.

Whether you’re struggling with mental health conditions like anxiety,

depression, anger management, or navigating grief and trauma, we

offer targeted, compassionate support tailored to your needs. We

specialize in addressing complex life transitions, family dynamics,

couple’s counseling, OCD, career counseling, women psychological

health (including postnatal depression), addictions, and more.

Looking For Therapy?

Start Healing Today.

  Start Therapy Now
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