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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Since beginning my work as a counselor in 2007, I noticed that over the years many themes and conversations seemed to return again and again. Everyone is unique, but many challenges faced by individuals are shared by others. This book was born out of those recurring themes. I wanted to capture my observations and share them with you, and show you what therapy often reveals: that many of the struggles we think isolate us are, in fact, universal and collectively experienced.

      

      Dr. Louise van der Eijk
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            THE IMPORTANCE OF VALIDATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The great Carl Rogers (1902-1987), founder of humanistic and client-centered counseling, identified that rapport is essential for the counseling process to work. It has been identified that the single biggest contributor to a client’s success and progress in a therapeutic setting is the rapport they build with the therapist.

      Rogers established three main characteristics that help build rapport in the counseling process. These are acceptance, genuineness, and empathy. He believed it was essential for counselors to fully accept the client for who they are, including their emotions and their responses to the events in their lives. When a therapist fully accepts the client for who they are, the client feels safe opening up and talking about their deepest thoughts and feelings.
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      With genuineness, Rogers refers to the counselor’s emotional response toward the client. When the client feels that the counselor is genuinely concerned, instead of fake concerned, or the therapist’s responses are real, this increases the sense of safety for the client.

      Empathy refers to the ability to see things from another person’s perspective. It’s about putting aside one’s beliefs and values and fully placing oneself in another person’s shoes to see things from their perspective.

      In essence, Rogers believed in validating the client’s experience, and I completely agree. In my years as a therapist, I have come to see that people thrive on validation, and people genuinely want to be heard.

      Validating someone in your life is about allowing them to have their own emotional experience. It’s about letting them know that they are allowed to feel whatever they’re feeling and that the simple fact of their emotions makes their experience right. There is no wrong way to feel. If something causes you to be upset, then guess what? You’re allowed to be upset!

      This sounds like a pretty basic concept, but unfortunately, this is not easily understood. One common misconception is that when someone else feels something different from you, and what you feel is right, the other person’s feelings must be wrong. Well, newsflash, buddy! You both can have opposite feelings about something, and you can both be right!

      Your feelings and thoughts are right for you, and someone else’s feelings and thoughts are right for them. You don’t get to decide on what someone else ought to be feeling. This is an accumulation of a lifetime of experiences, beliefs, values, lessons, personality differences, etc., and no two people have had the same life. When someone else has a different emotional experience than you, so be it. They are as right as you are in your feelings.

      A pattern we get caught up in is believing feelings are an objective, scientific, or right or wrong thing. Ultimately, they stem from values, and when it comes to values, there isn’t a right or wrong. Values give priority to some things and identify what is more important and what is less important. We often try to break these down into universal principles, but why this usually leads to conflict is that by doing so, somebody else’s values are deemed wrong.

      This is probably one of the most recurring forms of conflict in couples. I see this happen frequently. One side of the couple is unable or unwilling to see the other person’s side. Many people get stuck in black-and-white thinking and see the world as either right or wrong, not realizing that many rights can coexist, even if they appear opposite.

      We all experience the world through a very subjective lens. Everything we see is perception, and yes, matter and things existing in the world are the same for all of us, but we are looking at the same thing, but that doesn’t mean we see the same thing.

      Even though we don’t need validation to survive, we inherently feel better when we’re validated. When you’re at your job and you’re doing what needs to be done, not necessarily working harder and doing what’s in your job description, and then your boss comes along and thanks you for doing a good job, stating that he values you as an employee, the act makes you feel better and perhaps even makes you want to work a bit harder. We don’t need validation, but we become nicer people when we both give and receive validation.

      A common criticism I encounter comes when I encourage people to validate others. They will ask why they should validate someone when they’re doing what they’re supposed to be doing, anyway. My answer is that the validation builds connection, trust, safety, and security, and encourages that individual to do even better. It makes them feel closer to you. Quite often, when validation is received, it is then reciprocated. Do you want to feel encouraged and supported by someone in your life? Encourage and support them first, and you may be surprised by the response.

      The most effective discipline/parenting style is positive reinforcement. I’ve had discussions with people who say positive reinforcement is bribery or pro-social manipulation. These may look similar on the surface, but it is distinguished by the intent behind the actions. The intention behind positive reinforcement is to teach good behavior. Through conditioning, children (and animals!) learn that it is more desirable to engage in certain behaviors over others, as these behaviors will be rewarded. The intention is to teach discipline, set limits, and help individuals become emotionally regulated adults.

      Pro-social manipulation includes the word manipulation, which has a negative connotation. The connotation of the word manipulation is swindling someone else’s behavior for one’s selfish gains. This is relevant to bribery, which is manipulating a person’s response or actions for personal gain. So even though the gist of the behavior looks the same (if you do this, then you’ll get this out of it), the intent behind the action is very different. Even with bribery, the reward is usually not positive, but instead it is the prevention of an unwanted outcome (e.g., if you do this for me, I won’t leak those pictures I have of you).

      When you validate someone, you’re not being weak, vulnerable, mushy, or whatever other defense you may have about lifting someone up. Validation helps build relationships, and everyone could use a bit more of this in their lives!

      Here’s another important thing to know about validation: you can validate someone even while disagreeing with them. Validating someone’s experience and allowing them to feel what they are feeling doesn’t mean you have to feel it, too. For example, if someone tells a joke and one of you thinks it’s funny, but the other is offended by the joke, it doesn’t mean that one of you is wrong. The offended person’s feelings are as valid. Something in their experience has been triggered, and this feeling is as valid. Applying empathy and working toward understanding this person’s perspective can help you validate their experience of being offended, even if you still believe the joke is funny. You may not agree that something is offensive and, at the same time, validate the fact that someone was offended. These feelings and actions can coexist. Again, feelings are not right or wrong; they are. Maybe I should say that feelings are not wrong or wrong; they are always right. Whatever you’re feeling, it is right for you. You can validate someone’s experience while at the same time not agreeing with it.

      Validating someone else’s experience doesn’t mean you’re giving up your viewpoint or experience about it. Once again, there is room for both (or all) feelings and perspectives to exist at the same time. When you validate someone, you’re simply allowing them to have their experience without necessarily needing to change it or to get them to change their position to your (emotional) experience. I can tell you right now, when you validate someone’s experience, they’re going to be much more willing to validate yours. Funny how that works.

      “Yes, but surely, it’s not right for someone to hurt someone else out of anger, so why should this be validated?”

      Why, thank you. I’m so glad you brought this up.

      When it comes to validation and allowing others to have their experience about it, it’s important to distinguish between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are completely different things, and while it’s important to validate feelings, sometimes behaviors are not okay.

      Whatever you’re feeling, whether it’s anger, anxiety, doubt, resentment, or excitement, you’re entitled to feel it. However, this doesn’t mean that acting on it is always okay. Emotions are what we feel, but actions and behaviors are things that we do. This is an important distinction. In the end, we can think whatever we want to think and feel whatever we’re feeling, but there are consequences to our actions.

      I can be completely angry at someone, and justifiably so, but does that give me the right to punch them in the face? Absolutely not! I can feel hurt over the actions of another and feel resentment and anger, but does that give me the right to retaliate? Also no. You are allowed to express your feelings, but that doesn’t give you the right to act inappropriately.

      You can feel something and act with polite restraint. Both of these things can coexist. For example, I can work with a difficult colleague and feel frustrated in their presence, and still be nice to them. I can feel full after eating a large meal, but when a delicious dessert is presented, I can still eat some more. Because I feel a certain way doesn’t mean I have to act on it. I can feel angry at someone and want to punch them in the face, and still not punch them in the face. Feelings and behaviors are two different things. Because one exists does not mean the other has to follow.

      Validation helps us work toward building an understanding of what is driving certain behaviors rather than judging the same behaviors, and this can have a huge and positive impact on relationships. If a child is struggling in school, instead of judging them for being lazy or not working hard enough, validation will allow us to recognize that this child’s experience is to struggle and wonder why they are struggling, instead of criticizing.

      If someone is angry, one of our first responses is to get defensive. However, if we showed a level of empathy and worked to understand why they were angry, we might reach a resolution much quicker.
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      Many years ago, when I was working at a community mental health clinic, a client came in very upset and was rude to the front desk staff. Attempts to calm him down were not successful, so I was called to help. First, I considered that this individual had a reason to be upset, so I worked on exploring why he was so upset. He said that he’d been in for a prescriber appointment at our clinic earlier that day, and when he went to pick up this prescription at the pharmacy, his insurance did not cover it. He was very upset because he needed this medication and felt it was bad practice for the prescriber to prescribe something he couldn’t get. I remember telling him, “You know, I also would be upset if that happened to me.” Upon hearing this, his disposition changed because, at that moment, he knew I was on his side. We were able to sort the situation out, and he left feeling validated. He could have easily been sent away with the message that his aggression was unacceptable and to come back when he was calm, but validating his experience diffused the situation.

      If we can explore the reason for unhealthy behaviors and validate a person’s need (feeling) to act the way they are (validating their emotions, not the behaviors), then we fill their need to feel heard and encourage healthier behavior.

      An example of validation and encouraging better behavior can be when dealing with a school bully who feels the need to boss others around. I once worked on a scenario when a bully’s behavior was often condemned, as it should be, but condemning it didn’t change the behavior. When the teacher applied empathy and questioned why this young boy felt the need to act in such an aggressive and controlling way, the teacher learned that the boy had no control over his own life. His parents were bordering on being emotionally and verbally abusive. The boy felt like the only time he had any control over his own life was when he controlled others. Once the teacher understood, they gave him small assignments, helping him feel in charge of different things, such as going around the room to collect everyone’s homework or wiping the board after a lesson was finished. These small tasks gave the boy a sense of leadership, and his behavior was positively reinforced. The teacher told him that he was becoming a role-model to others, which gave him the feeling that others were looking up to him. He was influencing others, giving him a sense of control. His bullying behaviors lessened, and he found positive ways to fulfill his needs.

      When we can sit still long enough to explore underlying motives for behaviors, we go on to find ways to meet needs in healthier ways.
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            THE BRAIN AND EMOTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s talk about what happens in the brain when we become emotional, including when we become angry and impulsive. I think that sometimes it’s easier to change behaviors or apply certain behaviors if we know why and how something works instead of changing because we are told to.

      For example, if I’m incredibly mechanically naive, and I buy my first car, and the car dealer tells me to change the oil every 3000 miles, I may think, “Okay, great! I have no idea why, but they told me to do it. Okay, I suppose I’ll do that.” I drive the car about 3000 miles and then realize it’s time to get an oil change. So, I get an oil change. And then another 3000 miles roll around, and then I get another oil change. The engine feels good, and it sounds good. I continue to drive my car, and it feels great, but another 3000 miles roll around and I think, “Why do I need to get an oil change? Everything sounds good, everything feels good, and the car feels good. I’ll drag this oil change out a bit, and maybe around 4000 miles, I’ll get an oil change.” Things might go well for a while, but I might be pushing my luck. If that same car dealer told me that it’s important to change the oil every 3000 miles and instead said, “Here, let me show you what happens in the engine if you don’t get regular oil changes. When the oil gets old, the engine doesn’t work so well.”

      If the mechanic explains to me what’s going to happen in my engine and maybe even shows me some things, or compares an engine that hasn’t had an oil change to a well-maintained engine, I will be more inclined to get that regular oil change! So, at 3000 miles, I think to myself, my engine feels good and sounds good, but I’m going to get that oil change because I know what’s going to happen if I don’t!

      Like that mechanic being more clear in their instruction, I find that changing behavior is easier when a person understands some of the workings of the brain when we become emotional. It helps to know what is physically going on.

      The brain consists of many parts and regions: the occipital lobe, the parietal lobe, the cerebral cortex, the prefrontal cortex, the limbic system, and the brain stem. The brain stem is often referred to as the lizard brain; a lot of our instincts and fears come from there, including our fight-or-flight response. The automated parts of us respond from the brain stem.

      The limbic system is in the middle of our brain, and a component of the limbic system is the amygdala. This is the emotional processing center of the brain. When something happens to us, and then we feel an emotion, that emotion is processed in the limbic system.

      For example, say that you and I witness an event, and something happens, and I get angry about what happened. That’s because the limbic system in the brain is processing the situation and provides that response. Now, you might see the same event and think it’s hilarious, so for you, the limbic system might invoke some kind of joy or positive response. Even though we see and experience similar things, we process our responses differently. Our emotional responses originate in the limbic system.

      The front part of the brain includes the prefrontal cortex, and out of all the animal species, the human prefrontal cortex is the most developed. The prefrontal cortex sits in our forehead and is responsible for things like logic, reasoning, and analysis. It makes sense that in humans, this is the most developed because we’re the only species that can access foresight to the extent that we do. We’re also the only species that has the level of consciousness that we have–we know that we know.

      For example, we can reason. If I do this, it’s going to lead to this, so I’m going to do this because it will lead to this. Or, if I do this thing now, then I can do this other thing later. So, we have this ability to think ahead and plan ahead.

      We sometimes choose our careers back in high school and know that if we study and get a degree in a particular subject, go to that particular school to pursue an education, then that’s going to help us ten years from now. We can plan ahead and project how today’s actions will affect us many years from now. This also goes for spending. If I save money, then I’ll be able to buy something nice with it later, but if I spend it all now, I won’t be able to.

      We can plan and reason, and of course, there are a lot of different types of analyses and logical deductions controlled by the prefrontal cortex. For example, math, science, and following IKEA instructions to put that table together! Even recipes necessitate us to follow instructions and measure ingredients. Your prefrontal cortex helps you solve a little science formula, but with tastier results. It’s an analytical process, nonetheless! I don’t know about you, but I don’t know any other species that can put a bunch of different ingredients together and make an elaborate meal.

      The prefrontal cortex (which is responsible for logic, reason, and analysis) and the limbic system (the emotional processing center of the brain) are constantly communicating and networking with each other. Neurons are firing. There are whole networks of communication happening between those two centers of the brain, and our brains are all wired together, allowing them to communicate through neural pathways.
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      For example, if someone does something that causes me to feel upset, then my feelings are determined by the limbic system. It processes the anger and recognizes that something’s happening, leading me to feel my emotional response. But because my limbic system is communicating with the prefrontal cortex–my reasoning and logic–I also have the foresight to know that how I deal with this anger will determine the consequences I will potentially face.

      If I say okay, let me take a few deep breaths and let me figure out what I want to say to this person, then I know that this response is going to have better consequences because I will not hurt myself or others in the process. I might want to be able to maintain a relationship with this person. So, even though I’m feeling angry, my prefrontal cortex can logically assess what I’m going to do and how to react.

      Now, another response could think, “Man, I want to punch this person in the face! That would feel so good right now!” So the limbic system might concur and get excited because punching the person in the face would be a great feeling. “Let’s do that!” But because my limbic system is communicating with the prefrontal cortex, my reasoning kicks in and says, “Now, wait a minute! Let’s apply some logic and analysis to this. If I punch this person in the face, I might get into a fight that is going to end up worse for me. I could get arrested and lose this friendship forever.” That’s a lot of possible consequences that I may not be willing to risk. Therefore, I could decide not to punch the person in the face.

      Why is it, then, that sometimes we do act on emotions, and we don’t seem to have that rational response at that time? Well, even in this scenario, there’s something else going on in the brain. When emotions are extremely heightened, or when we’re used to acting on impulse, the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex stop communicating.

      You probably have seen this or experienced it yourself. For example, some people claim to have blackout rages and don’t remember anything about their angry outbursts and related behaviors. It’s like they go into an altered state. It’s in those scenarios that the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex are no longer communicating.

      This also happens with individuals who are familiar with acting on impulse and have never had consequences that caused them to slow down and change their behavior. This can stem from early childhood. For example, if discipline and punishment were also met with heightened emotional responses instead of logic and reason, maybe the child’s parent would yell and scream at them or react with violence. In cases involving abuse, a child doing something wrong could invoke a heightened emotional and impulsive response from the parent instead of the parent opting for a teaching moment about their child’s behavior needing to be changed.

      The behavior of someone who repeatedly reacts without employing logic is often role-modeled. If a child witnesses a lot of violence or anger outbursts from their parents, the child learns that the behavior is how problems are dealt with and responded to.

      A healthier response allows neural pathways and communication to grow between the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex, teaching children to think more about consequences and add reason to how they respond to their emotions. The child would instead think, “If I hurt someone and my mom or dad sits me down to have a conversation about what I did, I have to think about that.” The child would have to apply their limited logic and reasoning to understand what consequences their actions caused. In this scenario, using the prefrontal cortex forces the limbic system to communicate, making the neural pathways stronger.

      Some people don’t learn how to do this. This may come from poor role-modeling and poor parenting, but when people constantly act on their emotions, they can give up because they feel that they can’t deal with the situation. After all, the emotions are too high. The neural connections and the pathways between the limbic system and prefrontal cortex weaken, and it then becomes easier to act on impulse and harder to reason and follow difficult situations through in a rational manner.

      When someone acts on their urges without thinking it through, the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex stop communicating, and the individual doesn’t have a logical and reasoning thinking capacity because this part of the brain is disconnected.

      We all know someone, or maybe yourself, who has acted on impulse and made very questionable decisions and, after the fact, wonders, “What was I thinking?” Well, you weren’t! You acted in a heightened emotional state, and your reasoning capacity wasn’t available. This is why it’s easy to act on impulse, and why it’s so hard to manage impulses when they’re happening. There’s a disconnect that’s happening in the brain.

      There is good news, though. You can retrain your brain. Our brains are these amazing computers in our bodies, and they’re capable of doing some amazing things.

      In one of the more recent discoveries about the brain, the phenomenon of neuroplasticity was uncovered. This essentially refers to the ability of the brain to mend itself and rewire itself, and this can happen at any age in a lifetime. The common belief was that around the early twenties, the brain stopped developing, but actually, this isn’t true.

      There’s been a ton of research on neuroplasticity and how we can lose certain parts of brain functioning, and a different part of our brain will take over and take on the responsibilities of the lost functioning. So, our brains are constantly changing and developing. This never stops! There’s a lot of amazing literature on neuroplasticity and this phenomenon, so I’m not going to take up a lot of space on it here, but it is important to point out that you can rebuild and strengthen those neural connections and pathways between the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex.

      If you feel you are very impulsive and you don’t feel in control of your impulses, you now know that you can learn how. One of the best ways to manage impulsivity is to engage in breathing exercises. As soon as you find that you’re feeling impulsive and your emotions are high, or you feel like you want to act on these impulses, make your default response to take a few deep breaths.

      When you activate mindful breathing, your limbic system, which is fired up and has stopped connecting with the prefrontal cortex, will settle down and reconnect. You can then make more rational decisions about what you’re going to do with whatever emotions you’re currently feeling.
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      Like with the car mechanic teaching why an oil change is important rather than that it is, when you understand what is happening in the brain, you’re more likely to put skills in place to manage impulsivity. It helps to recognize and implement some of the skills, such as breathing skills and other mindfulness skills, to help build your neural pathways, and then you’re making your reasoning capacity a lot stronger. Once you make this a habit, it will be a lot easier for you to be able to experience your emotions and stay rational.

      There’s a saying in neuroplasticity: “Neurons that fire together, wire together,” and that’s exactly what is happening. Whenever you don’t act on an impulse but instead take a few deep breaths, pause to ask yourself what you want to do with the emotions you’re feeling. Consider the most effective way to handle the situation that caused you to be upset. Each time you practice this, you’re building new pathways. You’re allowing new neurons to fire together, and you’re making the wiring stronger.

      Think of the following analogy. You live in a house, and there’s a huge field between your house and the town. Whenever you go to a store in town, instead of going all the way around the field, you walk across the field because it’s much shorter and more convenient. Now, the very first time you cross this field to go to the store and then get home again by going through the field again, you look back at the field, and there’s no change; it looks the same as before you went to the store. Well, soon you need to go to the store again, so you go. You cross the field again, and you walk the same way through the field because it’s the most direct line to the store. Then you go home again, you look at the field again, and still there’s no change.

      However, over the years, if you do this time after time, every time you go to the store and you come back and you use the same route, guess what’s going to happen to the grass? You’re going to start making a path in the grass, and then it’s going to be a lot easier for you to use this path. The more you do something, the more ingrained it becomes, literally, as in the field, but this is exactly what happens in the brain as well.

      When you have a certain behavior, and you constantly default to this behavior, you’re making that neural pathway a lot stronger because that’s your default response. If your default response is to act on anger and impulse, then that will be easy for you to default to because you’ve built those neural pathways so strongly. In the beginning, it might be challenging for you to behave differently because of those neurons that have been wired and firing together for so long.

      Now imagine that you’re back in your house by the field, and the store has moved to the other side of town. You need to walk a different path across the field to get to the store. You still need to walk across the field, but in a whole new direction. So now you need to remember to walk the other way. It could even happen that a few times you start walking down your old path, and you realize the store has moved to the other side of town. Then you need to backtrack and go the other way because your default response was to walk down the path you’ve been using for years. Using the path was your automated response.

      Over time, you get used to the store being in a different place, and you start to walk the new path. Like the old path, if you walk the new path repeatedly, then over time, you will make a new path in the grass. The same thing happens in the brain when you implement a new behavior. It’s probably very challenging in the beginning, but through repetition, the neural pathway grows stronger, like the path in the field.

      When you stop using the old path because it no longer serves a purpose, the grass will grow over it. It may take a while, but over time, that old path is going to be completely covered up. You’re going to be left with one path that you can see in the field, which is the new path. This is also what happens in the brain.

      I want you to take from this chapter the understanding of what happens in the brain with an emotional response and how your wiring influences the response you choose. By having a better understanding of what is happening in the brain, it might be easier for you to implement changes and understand why that’s important.

      As you’re implementing changes in how you respond to emotions, you’re also learning how changing the wiring in your brain makes those new behaviors easier.
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            ALL FEELINGS ARE VALID

          

        

      

    

    
      When clients come into my office, they are struggling with all sorts of different things. Nobody comes to counseling because things are going well, and they want to talk about the good stuff. Of course, I’m exposed to a lot of the negative side of life, but one of the things I think is important to emphasize is that with all the negative things that happen in our lives, there’s a place for that.

      There’s a lot of emphasis on having to change things that happen or change our feelings because we’re not supposed to feel bad, or that the emotions that don’t feel good are bad. Even with experiences that we have, like struggles and adversities, there’s an emphasis on needing to turn these around, and every day has to be a great day. We should be positive every day. If we’re having a bad day or we’re in a bad mood, we must turn that frown around.

      One of the things that we haven’t learned to do as humans is to sit with the bad stuff and hold a place for that in our lives. It’s great to strive for positive things and work toward your goals. However, it’s also important to recognize that where you are is also important. Even though you want things to be better, it’s important to acknowledge the present moment. There’s room for both to coexist.

      For example, if you strive to be nicer to people, and you’ve been irritated, stressed, and grumpy, and you have a lot of things on your mind, you might tell yourself that you’ll be a nicer person when you treat others more kindly. This, of course, is okay, but at the same time, don’t forget to value who you are today, even with your irritability, even with your stress, because that is also part of the human experience.

      
        
          [image: Your emotions—all of them—are part of the human experience. Not just the happy ones.]
        

      

      This is one of the beautiful things I have to remind myself of when I counsel people. I see my clients upset, crying, retelling, and reliving trauma, and all the emotions that they’re experiencing are part of the human experience.

      I believe there’s so much value in making room for all emotions, and we can remind ourselves that everything that we experience is part of the human experience, not just the good stuff.

      For example, one of the big negative emotions or negative experiences that we go through, which is very much a human experience, is grief. A lot of times, when people experience grief, they’re told positive things, such as “they’re in a better place,” or “they’re no longer suffering.” And while these statements can be incredibly comforting, it’s also okay to acknowledge the loss and feel those emotions that don’t feel good.

      I believe that when you remind yourself that the more intensely you feel any given emotion, the more you’re having a human experience, because the range of emotions that we experience is ultimately all human.

      I know that animals feel emotions, too, and they have expressions of emotions, too. I know that when my dog Indigo was a lot younger and had a lot more energy, one of her little antics she would pull was to rummage through the trash. There’d be trash everywhere, all scattered through the house, and I’d come home from work and look at her, then point to a piece of trash and ask her, “What’s this?” Immediately, she would have a guilty expression on her face, and sometimes, she wouldn’t even look at me! She knew she was guilty, and I know every dog owner can relate to this story!

      Other animals experience excitement, joy, and sadness, but I believe the range of human emotions is far more complex. It’s part of the human experience to go through all of it.

      One of my biggest experiences throughout my career was working a contract in the Oregon Department of Corrections, which I did for four and a half years. Very consistently, with the inmates that I worked with, it was part of their instinct to suppress any kind of emotion that they would feel, even joy and excitement, but especially the emotions that didn’t feel good, like sadness. Even expressions of gratitude or providing validation or support to others were also suppressed.

      Some inmates didn’t even know how to feel or how to identify or label their feelings. This was one of the particular exercises that we would do in group settings - how to identify and label feelings. For example, there’s the feeling of anger, but what about all the different types of emotions that can fall under the realm of anger? It could be frustration, irritability, or rage. There are so many expressions and forms of “anger,” but they were all labeled as anger.

      The same goes for happiness. The inmates would be able to identify happy, sad, and angry, and this was about it, but not dig any deeper into other forms of happiness, such as excitement, joy, feeling content, etc.

      I would do an exercise with them and ask them to identify other feelings that fall under the umbrella terms of happiness, sadness, and anger. This is when they would learn about other “happiness” emotions, like the ones listed above.

      The beauty of these emotions is that there are so many of them, and emotions are so complex, but the thing about being human and experiencing this human condition is to experience all these emotions and allow them to exist. This also includes the emotions that don’t feel good.

      One thing I want to emphasize, and I emphasize this a lot in my sessions also, is that whatever it is that you’re feeling, it’s okay to feel that way. I don’t care what it is, whether it’s anger, rage, jealousy, excitement, sadness, or disgust. No matter what the emotion is, whatever it is that you’re feeling, by default, that feeling is valid for the very reason that you’re feeling it.

      Now, what we do with that emotion is a whole different thing, and that’s also a different chapter, so I’m not going to spend too much time on that here. However, one of the things that I think is important to remember, especially as a counselor and from the things that I’ve experienced through all my years working with many, many people, is that going through the bad stuff is okay.

      It's okay to feel it and allow those feelings that feel bad to exist. It’s okay to experience them. There’s no need to be perfect today. There’s no need for everything to be exactly right today. Of course, it’s good to strive for that, and it’s always good to have goals and to want to improve and, at the same time, to feel okay with where you’re at right now.

      We get into this black-and-white thinking, this either/or thinking. For example, we have a tendency to think that if we don’t do this thing right, then we fail, instead of acknowledging that maybe we didn’t accomplish this thing, but at the same time, we’re also a success, and we’ll try harder next time.

      We tend to place too much emphasis on this outcome and this goal without recognizing that, at the same time, we’re still living today. Every single experience is still part of being human, not the intended goal or outcome. I cannot emphasize this enough because this alone causes a lot of conflicting emotions in people.

      Failure is part of the human condition, the human experience. We set out to accomplish a goal, whatever that goal might be, and we give in to something, and we don’t quite meet the goal; well, guess what? That’s part of the human experience!
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      Trying again and again to improve is important, but at the same time, it’s also essential to recognize that what we experience daily is also good, failures included.

      If you want to enjoy that greasy burger, that’s part of the human experience! Instead of making yourself feel guilty about it, why not enjoy it and savor it instead? You’re then allowing yourself to feel what you’re feeling instead of feeling bad for what you’re feeling.

      Another thing that we often do is emphasize that we shouldn’t feel a certain way. When I talk about the negative stuff being okay, what I mean is that there’s a place for it to exist. It’s about recognizing that it’s a part of your existence and accepting that into your life as part of your experience. This is not the same as saying that whatever happened is okay because, a lot of times, things happen that are simply not okay. That’s not what I’m talking about here. What I’m saying is that the existence of emotions and the fact that the feeling is present is okay.

      Something happened to cause you to feel emotions that don’t feel good. The thing that happened might not necessarily be okay, but how you feel about it, that feeling is okay.
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      I believe it’s important to recognize that we often tell ourselves we shouldn’t feel a certain way or that our feelings are bad. We judge ourselves for certain things. But I’m here to tell you no. Whatever you’re feeling, it’s okay.

      Don’t feel guilty about how you feel! You feel how you feel! Now, what you do with those feelings is a whole different matter because it’s only ever in our behaviors and our actions that we experience consequences. We can feel whatever we feel and think whatever we want to think; it’s always only the behaviors that cause the consequences.

      Essentially, your feelings are always valid, and feeling them is a part of being human. You’re having a human experience, and that’s okay.

      When we experience emotional pain, one of our first responses is that we don’t want to feel this way, and we want to experience something different. We can distract ourselves from our emotional pain, or we can repress and stuff our emotions and try to avoid them. We can find ways not to deal with our emotional pain by not thinking about it and by putting our minds somewhere else. Maybe we even distract ourselves with very unhealthy habits. But one thing that we don’t do is see the existing emotion as a guide, and that it’s telling us something.

      Say, for example, I’m in physical pain, and I experience a little pain in my side. Then, I’ll probably acknowledge that pain and simply start by identifying that my stomach hurts. I might even tell myself that I probably pulled a muscle or something like that, and tell myself that I’ll be fine, whatever. Then, I go about my day not thinking too much about it. Then, the next day, I feel the pain again, and maybe I’ll tell myself, wow, I guess I worked out harder than I thought, or still downplay this pain. Then I wake up the next day, and my side still hurts, maybe a little worse than the day before. But then I also acknowledge that if this was muscle pain, the pain should be less today. Then, the next day, it hurts a little more.

      Now, if this pain persists, I know that I’m not supposed to feel this way, and I know it’s not normal for me to feel this pain consistently. If it’s persistent and I have no idea what it is, then there’s a very good chance that I’m getting this checked out because the pain is my body’s way of telling me that there’s something wrong.

      Emotions work the same way. If you wake up angry every single day, instead of suppressing your anger, distracting yourself from your anger through maybe unhealthy habits, going about your day in an angry mood all day, or being angry at everyone you see, listen to the message that your anger is telling you. Like pain in the body, it’s a warning sign telling you there’s something wrong.

      If you’re waking up every single day with some kind of emotion that doesn’t feel good, then that’s your emotional system telling you there’s something wrong. Maybe something in your life needs to change, or you need to work through something to feel better.

      With this in mind, it’s also important to keep in mind the short-term versus the long-term. When I talk about the bad stuff being okay, that all these emotions that don’t feel good are part of the human condition, I’m also talking about initial reactions and initial emotions.

      If someone betrays you, you’re going to feel incredibly hurt and angry about that. You have every right to feel this way! Or if someone says something, and you feel offended and hurt, then that feeling is valid. Or if you’re looking forward to something and you’re excited about it, that feeling is valid, as well. But when a negative feeling persists, then it’s no longer a response to a particular situation, and you may feel stuck in this negative emotion. For example, with grief, if you lose someone that you love and you miss them so much, and you go through the grief process, it’s going to mimic all the symptoms of depression, and you’re going to feel it.

      When you wake up, you might feel lost. You might have low energy, no appetite, and sleep disruption. Your mood might be low, and you’re irritable. These symptoms mimic the same symptoms as depression, but it’s not depression. You’re responding to a loss, and therefore, these feelings are a response to something. Sometimes, this can take a while to get through, and at the same time, it’s temporary.

      Depression, on the other hand, is not particularly an immediate response to a particular situation. Sometimes, it can start as a response to something, but when it persists and you’re waking up every single day feeling unhappy, that is your emotional system telling you there’s something wrong.

      Like physical pain you might experience, you’re getting a signal that something needs to be addressed, so instead of going through your day every day with low moods, it’s an opportunity to explore what can change in your life and how you can address these feelings, so you can start feeling better.

      Sometimes, I get feedback from people wondering if it would be easier not to feel anything at all. They think that life would be simpler if they didn’t have to feel anything; then they wouldn’t feel hurt and would never feel pain, betrayal, loss, or loneliness. It might sound good to never feel those things anymore, and sometimes it might sound appealing; however, if you never feel, then you’re also never going to experience the emotions that feel good, such as joy or happiness.

      If you think back to a beautiful day that you’ve had, maybe when you’ve connected with someone close to you and everything about that day was great, and you felt such joy in that day because everything was going right, well, if you never felt, then the joy of this day wouldn’t happen either.

      We end up needing our emotions because they are very much our guide in life. Sometimes, it might feel easier not to feel anything, but emotions can be very telling, too. Like physical pain, we need pain because we need a warning system that helps us keep our bodies in check. For instance, if I conclude that physical pain sucks and I hate it, and nothing about physical pain is good, I may then wish that I never experienced pain at all. Suddenly, a genie comes along and grants me my wish of never experiencing physical pain ever again.

      Now I go about my day, and I feel great! I can do all these amazing things because I’m not feeling pain, and then I step on a rusty nail. Well, I don’t feel it, and I don’t know that I stepped on a rusty nail because I don’t feel pain, and when do I ever look at the bottom of my feet? As time goes on, my foot is going to get infected, and it’s going to get worse, and eventually, it’s going to result in a horrible outcome. I needed that pain to tell me that there was something wrong so that I could take care of it and heal myself.

      The same goes for our emotions. Even though we experience joy and a lot of the positive things, we also need the negatives because they’re a guide.

      There’s a two-fold thing to this. The first part, which is the big emphasis that I’m making, is that there’s room for these emotions that don’t feel good. There’s a place to accept the whole realm of emotions, no matter what those emotions are. There’s no pressure to have to feel something different. I believe this is so important because your feelings are valid, and like I’ve said before, the feelings that you’re feeling are part of the human experience, so accept those experiences in your life.

      I challenge you, next time you’re feeling hurt, upset, or facing a tough moment, to remind yourself that you are having a beautiful experience. Like when you’re crying or when you’re upset, and there’s something that’s going on in your life, whether it’s loss or hurt or disappointment, I want you to challenge yourself that while you’re feeling hurt, and as you’re in the middle of all of those emotions, to remind yourself that you’re having a beautiful human experience. The intensity of the emotions that you’re feeling right in that moment is part of this beautiful human experience that you’re living, and at the same time, knowing that whatever you’re feeling in any given moment, you won’t feel that way forever.

      The second part of this two-fold concept is to use your emotions as a guide to tell you what it is that you’re feeling, so that you can continue to work on improving things. Even though there’s a place for sadness, and this feeling is valid, it’s important not to get stuck in this feeling with no resolve. When you identify that your emotions don’t feel good every day and you’re not responding to anything, use that emotion as a warning sign, as a big blinking neon sign telling you something’s wrong, and then work on addressing this and moving to change how you feel.

      If you felt pain under your foot because you stepped on a rusty nail, you would never ignore that pain or tell yourself that this sharp pain under your foot is probably nothing! You wouldn’t ignore it and put some anesthetic on it or take painkillers and hope it goes away without knowing what’s going on! It sounds absurd to think we would do that with physical pain, but we do exactly that when it comes to emotional pain.

      Therefore, I challenge you to live and experience your emotions without shame and judgment because it’s part of your precious human experience.
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