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When related to emotions, anchoring happens when an initial
emotional experience becomes the reference point or baseline for
assessing future emotions or situations. This anchoring effect can
be positive or negative, depending on the nature of the initial
experience. Our emotional reactions are often shaped by these
initial "anchors," even if we are not consciously aware of them.



Examples of Emotional Anchoring:

1. Past Trauma and Emotional Responses:

o Suppose someone experienced a significant emotional
trauma during childhood, such as abandonment. That
experience can become an emotional anchor that affects
their feelings and behaviors in subsequent relationships.
Even minor conflicts or instances of perceived distance
might trigger the deep-seated fear of abandonment,
causing an intense emotional reaction disproportionate to
the current situation.

2. Positive Emotional Anchoring:

o Positive emotional events can also serve as powerful
anchors. For example, a memorable vacation where
someone felt truly relaxed and joyful might anchor a
sense of contentment. Future experiences that even
slightly resemble aspects of that vacation—such as
visiting a similar place or hearing the same kind of
music—can trigger positive feelings because they
connect back to that original positive anchor.

3. First Experiences and Emotional Anchors:

o The first time we do something significant—such as
performing on stage or having an important
conversation—creates a strong emotional imprint. If that
experience goes well, it can serve as an anchor for
self-confidence. On the other hand, a negative first
experience, such as public embarrassment, can anchor
anxiety or fear, influencing emotional responses to similar
situations in the future.



Triggers and Emotional Anchoring

Emotional anchors can become activated through
triggers—specific stimuli that evoke a strong emotional response
linked to the original experience. These triggers can be:

e Sensory: Certain smells, sounds, or sights can trigger
anchored emotions. For example, the scent of a particular
perfume may evoke strong memories and emotions linked to a
loved one, whether pleasant or painful.

e Situational: A social setting, such as a crowded party, may
remind someone of an earlier experience, acting as an anchor
that triggers anxiety or excitement, depending on past
associations.

e Verbal: Words or phrases associated with a significant
emotional event can also trigger the anchored state. A specific
nickname or phrase used during an argument may trigger the
intense emotions felt during that original conflict.

Anchoring and Emotional Regulation

The concept of emotional anchoring helps explain why it can be
difficult to regulate emotions in situations where we’ve been deeply
affected before. The emotional anchor tends to colour the current
experience and amplifies our response, even if it doesn’t align with
the present reality.

For instance:

e Anchor Triggers Anxiety: If a person experienced severe
stress during a job interview years ago, this experience could
serve as an anchor. Even if they’re objectively prepared for
future interviews, the emotional anchor from that original
stressful experience might still be triggered, resulting in
increased anxiety or unease.



e Anchor Supports Resilience: On the positive side, having a
strong positive anchor can help regulate emotions by serving
as a mental “safe place.” If someone has an emotionally
secure anchor from a comforting past relationship, recalling
those emotions can help ground them during times of stress.

Anchoring Bias in Emotional Assessment

Anchoring can also affect how we assess our own emotional states.
If an emotional experience sets an extremely high or low
benchmark, it can skew how subsequent events are perceived:

e Emotional Contrast: If someone had an emotionally intense
experience—such as an incredible romantic relationship—the
emotions experienced there can anchor expectations for future
relationships. This can lead to dissatisfaction or unrealistic
expectations if future partners do not evoke the same level of
intensity, even if they are objectively healthy and positive
relationships.

e Downplaying Emotional Intensity: Conversely, if someone
experienced a particularly tough episode in their life, less
stressful future situations might seem trivial by comparison.
The intense negative anchor could cause them to ignore or
downplay their current emotional needs, making it harder to
acknowledge or work through their feelings effectively.

Breaking the Cycle of Negative Emotional Anchors

Breaking free from negative emotional anchors requires conscious
awareness and effort. Some approaches include:

1. Mindfulness: By practicing mindfulness, one can learn to
recognize when emotional responses are being amplified due
to past anchors rather than present reality. Mindfulness helps
create a space to respond rather than react.



2. Re-anchoring Positive Experiences: Establishing new
emotional anchors can be a powerful way to shift one's
emotional landscape. Actively seeking positive experiences
and revisiting them—such as journaling about a success or
repeatedly exposing oneself to supportive and affirming
environments—can create new, positive anchors that help
mitigate the influence of negative ones.

3. Cognitive Reframing: Working with a therapist to reframe the
original anchoring experience can help weaken its hold. For
example, cognitive-behavioral techniques can help an
individual reinterpret past experiences in a way that reduces
their negative impact on present emotional states.

Anchoring and Emotional Triggers in Therapy

Therapists often work with clients to identify and understand their
emotional anchors. For example, through techniques like Exposure
Therapy or EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing), therapists can help clients revisit traumatic
emotional anchors in a controlled setting and work on creating less
distressing associations. The goal is to reduce the power that the
anchor has over current emotional responses, helping the individual
regain control over their reactions.

Summary

Anchoring plays a significant role in shaping emotional experiences,
with initial emotional encounters setting a reference point that
influences future responses. Emotional anchors can lead to
heightened emotional reactions to triggers, especially when the
original emotional experience is intense. Understanding how
emotional anchors work can help individuals recognize
disproportionate reactions and begin the work of establishing new,
healthier anchors that promote well-being and emotional resilience.



