
Co-regulation is a warm and responsive interaction which provides children with the support and 
modelling they need to understand, express and regulate their thoughts, feelings and behaviours 
(Murray et al., 2015). This supportive process occurs within the context of caring relationships whereby 
the adult provides regulatory support when the child is emotionally overwhelmed. 

Both parents and Educators play a very important role in developing children’s regulatory capacity 
through ‘co-regulation’.

How do children develop emotional self-regulation? 
Did you know that children develop emotionally like they do physically - in stages! 

 From a very young age children’s feelings are organised by their caregivers (co-regulation).

 Children learn foundational self-regulation skills through attuned, predictable, consistent and  
 nurturing caregiving. These warm and responsive interactions lay the foundation for the (eventual)  
 development of self-regulation.

Co-Regulation

There is a lot of pressure 
on children to learn to 

SELF-regulate, but young 
children’s capacity for self-

regulation is limited, so they 
are reliant on the adults 

around them to  
co-regulate with them.

Expecting children to 
self-regulate before 
we co-regulate with 

them is like expecting 
them to run before 

they can walk.

Is self-regulation  
the end goal?
Actually, it isn’t! Although there will be 
times where children need to manage 
their emotions on their own, there will also 
be times where it will be helpful for them 
to share their feelings with others – which 
we all do, as adults.
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What does co-regulation look like?
Co-regulation can take many forms and will look different depending on the developmental age and 
stage of the children you are supporting. We can engage in co-regulation by utilising the following 
approaches:

•    Be attuned to children’s cues. This is about anticipating the child’s needs and responding to subtle cues 
of dysregulation by providing emotional support to regulate their emotions.

•    Recognising and responding to children when they are becoming dysregulated (intervening as early 
as possible; ideally before the child gets to ‘crisis’ mode). Once a child gets too overwhelmed or ‘flips 
their lid’, they no longer have access to their ‘thinking brain’ and learning can’t happen until they have 
returned to a calm and neutral state (Siegel & Bryson, 2012).

•    Labeling and acknowledging children’s feelings and linking this to their physiological arousal (e.g., ‘I 
can see that you’re feeling very frustrated. You are using a very loud voice and your fists are clenched 
very tight.’ Using this strategy helps children to develop emotional literacy by giving them language to 
describe their big feelings.

•    Engaging in regulatory activities together.

•      Role-modelling self-regulation because ‘calm makes calm’. In order to coregulate a dysregulated child 
we need to remain regulated.

It’s important to remember that children’s capacity for self-regulation develops over time and the amount 
of co-regulation a child needs will vary from child to child (depending on their developmental needs and 
previous experiences).

Remember that children who have experienced trauma may become more easily dysregulated, have lower 
capacity for self-regulation and therefore have a greater need for co-regulation support. Your attuned 
relationship with these children is vital as this will help you pick up on their cues and help them regulate 
before they reach ‘crisis mode’.
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Children are not 

born with a capacity 
to understand 

and regulate their 
emotions.

You’re 
okay!

How is your 
body feeling?

for this!


