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A GENTLE COPING GUIDE

When Feelings Need to Wait
A gentle guide to compartmentalizing without losing yourself

Some days ask more of us than we have room to give. You may need to work, parent, drive home, attend an

appointment, finish a task, or make it through a hard conversation before you can fully feel what is happening inside.

Setting feelings aside for a little while can be a real coping skill.

Compartmentalizing is not about denying your experience or forcing yourself to be unaffected. It is a temporary

decision to contain an emotion so you can meet an immediate need, with an intention to come back to yourself when

there is more safety, privacy, and capacity.

The goal is not to make your feelings disappear. The goal is to give them a safe place to wait, then return to them with

care.

THE BIG PICTURE

What Compartmentalizing Can Look Like
It is different from pretending nothing matters or pushing through indefinitely.

Pausing a feeling on purpose
You notice an emotion, name it quietly, and decide to return to
it later because this moment requires focus.

Choosing a contained next step
You use a simple task, a routine, a grounding skill, or a
boundary to get through the next hour.

Making a return plan
You choose a time, place, or person that can help you
reconnect with what you set aside.

Staying kind to yourself
You do not shame yourself for having a feeling, needing a
pause, or not being ready to process everything at once.
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PART 1

A Pause Can Help. Staying Gone Can Hurt.
The difference is often intention, flexibility, and whether you have a way back to yourself.

There is no need to judge yourself for using the tools that helped you survive a demanding moment. At the same time,

feelings that are repeatedly pushed away may show up later as irritability, numbness, exhaustion, disconnection, sleep

changes, tension, or a sense that you are living on autopilot. These are not failures. They can be signs that something inside

needs attention.

A helpful short-term pause
Feels chosen rather than automatic. You can still notice what is
happening inside, even if you cannot respond to it yet.

A longer-term pattern to notice
Feels like you cannot access your feelings, speak about them,
or allow yourself to slow down without becoming overwhelmed.

A helpful short-term pause
Has a specific purpose: get through the meeting, finish the
shift, handle a practical task, or reach a safer place.

A longer-term pattern to notice
Has no endpoint. You keep telling yourself you will deal with it
later, but later never becomes a real moment.

A helpful short-term pause
Leaves room for rest, support, reflection, or release when the
immediate demand is over.

A longer-term pattern to notice
Leaves you alone with the burden and makes connection,
pleasure, or recovery feel less available over time.

A gentle self-check
• Am I choosing to set this aside, or do I feel like I have no choice?

• What is the immediate situation asking of me right now?

• What might help me come back to this feeling later today or this week?

• Have I been carrying something alone for longer than feels sustainable?

You can be capable and still need care. Functioning is not the same thing as being okay.
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PART 2

How to Set Feelings Aside With Care
Try a brief containment practice when you need to get through the next part of the day.

A compassionate pause starts with acknowledgment. You do not have to solve the feeling before you continue. A few honest

words can help your nervous system understand that the feeling has been noticed rather than abandoned.

1 Notice and name
Say to yourself: “I am feeling anxious,” “I am hurt,” “I am angry,” or “I am overwhelmed.” Naming is enough. You do not need a
perfect explanation.

2 Choose the next small need
Ask what the next hour requires. Maybe it is driving safely, completing a work task, picking up a child, eating, resting, or simply
getting home.

3 Create a temporary container
Imagine placing the feeling in a secure place, such as a journal page, a note on your phone, a closed box, or a sentence you
repeat: “This matters, and I will come back.”

4 Set a realistic return point
Choose a specific cue: after dinner, during a walk, in the shower, at the end of the workday, during therapy, or when you call
someone safe.

5 Anchor in the present
Take three slower breaths, feel your feet on the floor, name five things you can see, or place a hand on your chest before
moving on.

Words you can borrow
• “This is real, and I do not have to process all of it this minute.”

• “I can take care of the immediate task and return to myself afterward.”

• “I am not ignoring this feeling. I am choosing a safer time to listen.”

• “I deserve support when I come back to what hurts.”
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PART 3

Coming Back to Yourself
A return does not need to be dramatic. Ten honest minutes can be enough to begin.

After the immediate demand has passed, your feelings may be quieter, bigger, or different than you expected. The goal is

not to force a breakthrough. It is to create a little space for your body and mind to notice what remained unfinished.

Shift the environment
Move somewhere that feels more private or settled. Silence
notifications, change clothes, step outside, or make a warm
drink.

Check your body first
Notice your jaw, shoulders, stomach, chest, hands, and
breathing. Your body may share information before words
arrive.

Ask one clear question
Try: “What is the feeling I set aside?” or “What did I need that I
could not tend to earlier?”

Use a small release
Write for five minutes, cry if tears come, stretch, take a walk,
listen to music, or speak the feeling out loud to a safe person.

Decide what support fits
You may need rest, a boundary, practical help, comfort, an
honest conversation, professional support, or simply more
time.

Close gently
End with a grounding action: wash your face, eat something,
step outside, place a hand on your heart, or return to a
soothing routine.

TRY THIS

A 10-Minute Return Practice
Use this when you are ready to check in but do not have much energy.

1 Minute 1
Pause and orient. Look around your space. Feel the support under your feet or body.

2 Minutes 2 to 4
Name the feeling, sensation, or thought that seems most present. Keep it simple and factual.

3 Minutes 5 to 7
Ask what it might be asking for: comfort, protection, expression, rest, clarity, connection, or action.

4 Minutes 8 to 10
Choose one kind next step you can actually do today. Small and honest is enough.
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YOUR PRACTICE

Make Your Own “Set It Aside, Return to It” Plan
A plan works best when it is brief, realistic, and written in your own words.

You can use the prompts below as a private check-in. You do not need to complete every line. The purpose is to make it

easier to recognize your needs before you reach a point of emotional overload.

The feeling I need to set aside right now is:
Name it simply, without explaining or judging it.

__________

The immediate task in front of me is:
Focus on the next manageable responsibility, not the whole future.

__________

A phrase that helps me contain it is:
Examples: “This matters.” “I can come back.” “I am safe enough for this moment.”

__________

I will return to it when or where:
Choose a time, place, or routine that is realistic for you.

__________

One person or support I can reach for is:
This could be a trusted person, therapist, support group, or another source of care.

__________

One kind next step for my body is:
Food, water, rest, movement, quiet, fresh air, medication, a shower, or sleep may be a place to
begin.

__________

When to ask for more support
• Your feelings feel unmanageable, frightening, or disconnected from the present.

• You are regularly numb, checked out, unable to sleep, or unable to complete daily tasks.

• You are using substances, self-harm, or risky behavior to avoid what you feel.

• You are thinking about hurting yourself or do not feel able to stay safe.

If you are in immediate danger or cannot stay safe, call or text 988 for the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline in the United States, call

911, or go to the nearest emergency department. For ongoing support, a therapist can help you build ways to feel and

function without having to carry everything alone.
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You Can Pause Without Abandoning Yourself

Sometimes the most compassionate thing you can do is get through the next moment. The next compassionate thing is to

return to yourself when you can.

Feelings are information
They can point toward needs, limits, grief, fear, hope, or care.
You do not have to act on every feeling immediately to respect
it.

A pause can be protective
Temporarily containing an emotion can help you meet a real
demand. It becomes more supportive when you keep a path
back to yourself.

Support is a strength
You do not have to become perfectly self-sufficient before you
deserve care. Connection can make difficult feelings more
workable.

Small returns matter
A few minutes of honesty, rest, expression, or grounding can
help you practice being on your own side again.

You are allowed to be both responsible for today and tender with the part of you that is carrying something hard.

Affirmations for the In-Between

“I can acknowledge a feeling without letting it take over this moment.”

“I can meet the next need and still make room for what is true inside me.”

“I do not have to process everything at once to be honest with myself.”

“My feelings deserve a return, not a permanent exile.”

“Asking for support is a way of caring for myself.”

“I am allowed to move through today at a pace my nervous system can manage.”

A Note From Dr. Natalie Ellis

If setting feelings aside has helped you survive, there is no shame in that. Healing can include learning when to pause, how to
return, and what support makes it safer to be fully present with your own experience. You do not have to figure that out alone.

Ready to explore this more deeply?

Schedule a free consultation with Dr. Natalie Ellis, LCSW-QS

sagesoltherapy.com | natalie@sagesoltherapy.com

Book online: sagesoltherapy.clientsecure.me/request/service


