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Introduction:
An Emotional World


We all have a lot of emotions during our lives. Personally, I have even had a lot of emotions about emotions. For most of my adult life, I have spent a lot of time thinking about emotions – not just as part of my clinical work as a psychologist, but also through my research, lectures and treatment programmes. Here are just a few examples of the emotions about emotions I have felt in my life – perhaps some will resonate with you.
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Empathy: Often people see a psychologist when their emotions are getting in the way of life: making them feel bad; stopping them from doing things; or impacting on their health, wellbeing and ability to connect to people. Much of my career has been spent listening to and thinking about emotions – especially the difficult ones that we don’t want to speak about – and exploring the stories behind them. The only way to help someone make sense of these emotions is to understand the story that led that person to where they are now. While I listen, my brain creates emotions in me, too. I may feel shock at the stories of trauma, sad at the tales of disappointment and distressed, at times, by experiences beyond my comprehension. Equally, I might feel elated as a small breakthrough comes, when people find themselves climbing out of black holes, experiencing happiness, or connecting to something or someone that makes them feel worthwhile.


Doubt to appreciation: At the start of my clinical psychology journey, I remember feeling doubtful about my emotions. Shouldn’t I be able to listen with objectivity? Was it wrong to feel emotions alongside those of others? Then I realized this is simply how our brain is designed – it is human to respond to emotions in others, to understand and empathize. As my career progressed, I started to see my own emotions as beneficial to create connection, to understand the experiences of others, and identify stressors. I now see them as an important part of the therapeutic space. As we’ll see in Chapter 1, what we believe about our emotions is important for how we respond and cope. In my case, my beliefs about my own emotions shifted, from frustration to curiosity, acceptance and sometimes appreciation.


Pride (probably misplaced): I haven’t always been comfortable with my emotions – like all of us, my own emotions are fundamentally linked to my background, context and beliefs. My children speak freely about emotions. Due to school lessons devised by their brilliant teachers, my children don’t think that experiencing emotions makes them weird; it’s just something that happens. However, in 1980s Scotland emotions were not part of the school curriculum. My emotional vocabulary was limited to the topics of Norwegian boy bands, reactions to Australian soaps and the films we saw in the cinema. I do remember, though, having pride in how well I could contain big emotions – I was the one who could sit through teenage horror films unscathed (or so I pretended). I fully subscribed to the British idea of a stiff upper lip (ironic for someone who would later become a clinical psychologist and talk about nothing but emotions). However, I suspect this was due to the attitudes of the society I grew up in, which was stoic and generally averse to open displays of emotion. None of us can extricate our brain, and its associated emotions, from the context in which it developed and exists. This influences how we perceive, express and respond to our emotions.


Curiosity: I first properly considered emotions during university lectures in my late teens. Before then, I’m not sure if I would have ever thought about what emotions actually are, or if I could have described accurately how I was feeling, beyond the basics of happy, sad or worried. Lectures on emotions and mental health made me feel interested and inspired to see how psychology could be applied to help people with their difficult emotions.


Fascination: After those inspiring lectures, I became so fascinated by emotions that as I came across a new word for an emotion, I collected it, scrawling descriptions on sticky notes and random bills. Sometimes, I even made up words to describe emotions – that bereft feeling when a box set ends, or the joy of having alone time while also missing my children. I stumble across these from time to time and feel nostalgic for my younger self, avidly collecting emotions, not realizing in doing so I was building a vocabulary that would help deepen my understanding and responses to my own emotions, too. You’ll find some of my collection scattered through this book on sticky notes. By the time I was working as a clinical psychologist, I felt confident that I knew a lot about emotions: what they were, where they came from, where they existed in the brain. However, little did I know that my emotions about emotions were going to be blown apart.
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Discombobulation: Growth in knowledge about the brain in the last decade, has led to big shifts in how we understand emotions. The science of emotions tells us a new story about how they operate in our brain and body (we’ll look at this further in Chapter 2). For me, this was discombobulating, as I’ve had to shift my thinking to incorporate this new knowledge. But that’s how science works – new understanding makes us question what we think we know. Overall, it’s energizing to consider how this new information might be applied to help people with their emotions.


This book is not about my emotions; it’s about everybody’s emotions. However, the thing about emotions is they are unique. They are linked to your context, experience and words. They can feel good, bad and all stages in between. They can appear at surprising moments, several at a time, and can be conflicting. They are intrinsically linked to others. But, most importantly, emotions are central to our lives.


This book is the story of emotions, as we cannot tell our own narrative without them. They ride along with us in our lives, directing, diverting, delighting and depressing us. When we look back on our experiences, we don’t just remember them, we feel them. When we look to our futures, we anticipate how our decisions will make us feel, and our emotions inform those decisions. When we connect to others, we don’t just see and hear their stories, we feel them.


Emotions are the central characters in your story, not a single plot point or a byline. They are intrinsic to memory, reactions, future planning, behaviour, connection and ultimately survival. How we understand and respond to our emotions is crucial, and can influence our health and wellbeing across our lifespan. Understanding our emotions can guide us to make decisions compatible with what’s important to us, help us deal with the stressors that life throws at us and help us make sense of our lives.


I am sure you will have a lot of emotions while reading this book, as we all have many, every day. Don’t dismiss them – take note, and use the exercises in the book to think about them. By doing so, you can start to notice a shift in how you respond to your emotions. As you move forward, you can learn to interact with them differently, or alter your view of what they mean or how you can learn from them. You can learn to build (or create) emotions that support you through life. You can also become better equipped to respond to and navigate the tough emotions, as well as help the feel-good ones stick around for longer. So buckle up, let’s go on the rollercoaster ride of the story of emotions, in which your emotions will play a starring role.





The emotional rollercoaster



Like all rollercoasters, your emotional rollercoaster will inevitably take you through ups and downs and loop-the-loops as you ride through life. These emotions are an essential, but not always nice, part of life. No two rides are alike, all of us have unique histories, brains and bodies that influence the emotions we experience and how we respond. As you travel through the book, you’ll find methods to understand and respond helpfully to your emotions – some of these will feel more relevant to you and some will resonate less.


This image opposite is your emotional rollercoaster, to help you think about what techniques work for you. As you travel through the book, note down your ideas for:


• How you can respond to your emotions.


• What can help you when your rollercoaster dips into tricky emotions.


• Which emotional loop-the-loops you get caught in, and what will help you find routes through these.


• How you can create feel-good emotions, such as calm and joy.


• What tiny tweaks might take your rollercoaster on a new trajectory?


You’ll find all of these topics and more in the book, so jot down the ideas that work for you. That way, you can create your own personal travel guide to help you navigate along your emotional rollercoaster.
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Chapter 1


Getting To Know Emotions


We’ve all had emotions – our rollercoaster ride takes us through many of them every day. But have you ever stopped to wonder what they really are? What are these things that have so much influence over our lives, and why do we have the ups, downs and loop-the-loops of emotion? These questions are not as easy to answer as you might think. To help answer them (as best as the current science can), we’re going to journey to imaginary lands, time travel to the past (briefly stopping to meet Darwin), zoom into the future, and even bake some cookies. You may well experience some emotions as we travel: perhaps relief, as we blast some emotion myths off the track; maybe puzzlement, as we challenge your beliefs about what emotions really are; possibly enjoyment, as we bake some emotion cookies; and hopefully wonder, at your amazing brain and its powerful predictive superpower, which is always one step ahead of you. Of course, you may feel none of these emotions, or you may feel different emotions altogether, because, as we’ll find as we travel through this chapter, the possibilities of emotions are as variable as the type and flavour of cookies that exist in the world.
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Why do we have emotions?


Before I try to define emotions, let’s first think about their purpose. Why do we have feelings that can make us ride that emotional rollercoaster? Yes, emotions sometimes make us feel on top of the world, free-wheeling on joy, but they can also plunge us to the depths of darkness, immobilize us or make us feel out of control. If we could only experience the good ones and get rid of all those horrible ones, wouldn’t all our lives be better?


The land of No Bad Emotions


To answer this question, and consider why emotions are central to our lives, let’s take a brief detour to the realms of a seemingly utopian world of No Bad Emotions. A place where negative emotions have been banished. Here, people don’t feel stress, anger, fear, upset, bitterness, jealousy, guilt or sadness. It’s a modern-day pleasure dome of blissful living. Yet, soon the cracks start to appear. There’s something odd about the decision-making of inhabitants in our sad-free land. They don’t seem to consider risk or the impact of their decisions on themselves or others. They don’t seem to learn from past experience to make better decisions.


In fact, the inhabitants are making decisions that are far from what we would consider rational. When threat appears, they don’t spot it and take immediate action – they become passive bystanders, inanely watching as these risks might hurt or even kill them. When people die, there’s no mourning. When illness strikes, people don’t stop and rest. They feel great, so keep going, allowing illness to wreak havoc by giving their bodies no chance to recuperate.


Connections also seem to be breaking down. People don’t notice when they’ve crossed a social boundary, so no apologies or shifts in behaviour are forthcoming. There’s no anger when values are transgressed, so no action taken. Inhabitants don’t feel compassion for other people’s stories; they don’t dish out hugs in response to difficulty, or sit with others in empathy. In turn, joy becomes meaningless. With no comparison, it’s hard to recognize feeling good. People can no longer differentiate between factors that create delight and danger; they have no incoming sensory data to tell them snakes are dangerous or that rotten tomatoes might poison them. They have no information to tell them what is good or bad for them, or direct them how to best spend their limited time on Earth.


Our emotional utopia slowly turns into a dystopia, because emotions (and not just the feel-good ones) are essential for humans. They support our decision-making and reasoning. They help us process sensory input and give it meaning. They help us understand the world and how to respond. They help us to communicate and empathize. They help our brain predict the future, based on our past experiences. They help us live and survive. Nobody’s pretending that our emotions are perfectly designed or always helpful: they often get in the way, and can impact negatively on our actions and decisions. But, if given the option, choosing to have emotions (and all of them) is far better than choosing not to.


We’ve been making our emotions feel bad for long enough! It’s time to give them the credit they deserve by considering just some of the ways they help us get through life.
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Emotions help us make sense of our complex world. Every moment of every day we have an overwhelming amount of data coming at us, which the brain needs to make sense of. So, it creates concepts to divide this data into manageable constructs that help us answer questions such as ‘What the heck is happening?’ and ‘What should I do?’ Emotions are your brain constructing meaning from all the data, including your body data, to determine what to do. ‘What’s that furry thing? It’s a dog. Okay, I like dogs. No wait, that furry, growling thing – that’s a danger. I feel fear…run now!’ With the second dog, your brain combined the external data with this internal data (body sensations) to make sense of it, and determined you were fearful and needed to act immediately. Emotions support us to make meaning out of a mass of information and make sense of what is happening.


Emotions support decision-making. Emotions are central to our decisions. Yes, sometimes they might drive us in the wrong direction, but they can also help us build on past knowledge, identify risk and act on it. Emotions researcher Antonio Damasio says, ‘Well deployed emotions appear to be a support system without which…reason cannot operate properly.’ Emotions can also help identify problems. They can signal that something needs to change or something is creating stress that we need to problem-solve.


Emotions are not irrational. The man-made battle between emotions and rationality goes as far back as Plato hypothesizing in ancient Greece. For centuries, reason has been seen as a superior human ability doing battle with unreasonable emotions. Versions of this story are told in many ways: morality versus immorality; rationality versus irrationality; instinct versus self-restraint. This plays out today in psychology books that talk about three brain layers: a lizard brain responsible for basic instincts; a monkey or mammalian brain responsible for emotions; and our uniquely human neocortex, responsible for rationality and reasoning, which keeps the other parts in check. Let’s be clear – if anybody tells you that you have a lizard in your brain, don’t believe them. The basic brain anatomy behind this idea is flawed, as it’s not based on how our brains evolved or work. Emotions and rationality do not sit in separate parts of the brain at odds with each other; they are intrinsically intertwined. If we think about it, emotions are often perfectly rational. Feeling threatened when someone shouts at you in the street, or feeling sad when your much-loved goldfish dies – both are very rational. Even emotions that seem totally illogical at a particular moment can make sense if we look at where they came from.


Emotions help us stay safe and survive. Without emotions, we wouldn’t feel fear when necessary and would probably get bitten by that second dog we saw earlier (see here). Emotions help us spot the risks emerging from the mass of data coming at us and use our experiences to predict risk, to know what to run away from. They put our body and mind in states that help us manage that risk, and ultimately keep us alive.


Emotions are tied intrinsically to memory. Think back to an unhappy time in your life: you will not just recall images or words, you will feel those memories. How we feel is an intrinsic part of memories, and these guide our actions in the present, telling us what to expect from the current situation based on what we learned about it last time. To make sense of current information, our brain checks for data from its data bank that best matches it and reacts accordingly.


Emotions help us know what actions to take (by helping us predict the future). From the above examples, we can see that how we feel helps identify what we need to do in the situation in which we find ourselves. This might be an action of behaviour, such as crying at a sad film or hiding from a scary dog. Or you might feel grumpy because you’re hungry and need to eat quickly. Emotions are signals that help our brain direct our physical responses, and take action if needed. This is useful when you’ve forgotten to have lunch, or there is a threat you need to respond to, but your brain sometimes continues to apply rules or make predictions when they are no longer relevant. Understanding why these responses are created gives us vital tools to intercept them.


Emotions help us manage our resources. One of the key reasons for emotions (and a primary purpose for our brain, as it turns out) is to help manage our ‘body budget’. We have limited energy and resources, and our brain needs to manage these wisely. In fact, energy has historically been associated with emotions; the word ‘emotion’ derives from mot (the Latin word for movement) and came to be used in Britain in the 17th century, when it was used to describe bodily movements. This evolved in the 18th century to describe bodily movements or changes associated with mental feelings (see Further Reading on here for more information). Emotions (for example, nervousness) direct your brain to tell your body what it needs to do to help you. Does your body need to send more energy to your brain to make it alert because the person approaching is your manager, or can you save energy and relax because it’s actually your friend? How you feel at any point in time can help you and your brain make decisions about when to expend energy and when it’s okay to conserve it. Your brain is constantly working away in the background to try and manage energy deposits and withdrawals to maintain a healthy equilibrium.


Emotions help us to connect with others. Emotions provide a culturally common language that helps us convey meaning, connect with others and lets others understand how to respond. Our brain is also constantly perceiving how others feel and reacting to this with our own feelings, so it can know what action to take. A distressing newsreel prompts you to donate; a hug for your upset child helps calm their – and your – nervous system. Emotions bond us together, interconnecting our brains and bodies, and enabling us to support others and help them thrive.






Don’t call us basic


Emotions may rightly feel a little disgruntled at how they’ve been treated over the course of history. They’ve been described as irrational responses or troubling desires and passions. They’ve even been entirely neglected, as the word ‘emotion’ didn’t exist as we use it today until the early 19th century, when Scottish Professor of Moral Philosophy Thomas Brown proposed we should study emotions as a scientific category. Of course, it’s not that we didn’t have emotions before then, it’s just that we didn’t describe them as such. Getting a name (finally) wasn’t the end of the matter. Since then, people have struggled to define emotions. They’ve been misunderstood, described as shameful or something negative that you shouldn’t experience. People say emotions are all in the mind. They’ve been viewed as unwanted or unnecessary. And it’s perhaps not the worst insult thrown at them, but they’ve also been called ‘basic’.


Are emotions really basic?


I learned the idea of basic, or universal, emotions at university, and I accepted it without question. A simplified version goes something like this: our brains are wired to have a set of common emotions that we all share regardless of who or where we are and in which culture we live. Each of these emotions has a distinct physiological response in our brain and body and we can spot the specific emotion through the associated signs, be that brain patterns, facial expression, physical signs or behaviour. Essentially, each basic emotion has a blueprint of brain and body reactions, and these are triggered by whatever is happening in our life. They are universal because we all have them.


This idea has roots in the theories of evolutionary whizz-kid Charles Darwin. He considered emotions within the context of evolution – how did they serve us? Well, there are many ways: love helps us connect, produce and protect our young, ultimately helping us survive. Anger helps us protect our territory, protect our loved ones and (again) survive. Darwin’s book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872, seemed to confirm the then widely-held view that we have a number of basic emotions, each associated with specific triggers and brain structures, and which result in specific behaviours. Travel forward to 1977 and Carl Sagan popularized the idea of the ‘triune brain’ (originally proposed by neuroscientist Paul MacLean in 1969): the evolutionary brain model that evolved in ever more sophisticated stages from primitive lizard, to emotional, to rational brain (see also here). This perpetuated the age-old idea that our brain has specific emotion regions, which are in a tug-of-war with more sophisticated rational regions.


This idea of universal and basic emotions powerfully pervaded our emotional psyche and culture up until the 1990s and beyond. Research seemed to back it up: Paul Ekman’s studies showed pictures of facial expressions to people across the world who reliably matched them to emotion words. While the amount of universal emotions has been debated (and varies in different theories from 4 to 27 or more), there appeared to be a general consensus that we had pinned down how emotions work. Each emotion has a predictable physiological and brain pattern that defines and differentiates it. This view is still commonly held. Many textbooks in university libraries argue in favour of this theory today. You will also find this notion influencing aspects of popular culture. Have you ever seen the children’s film Inside Out? It’s a wonderful depiction of how emotions affect our lives. Watch closely and you’ll see the characters are based on basic emotions, existing in discrete categories in our brain. While some emotional patterns are common, there is no evidence to suggest that they originate in specific regions of the brain, nor can any emotion be as clear cut and simple as the theory suggests.
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The theory of constructed emotions


It turns out it can be hard to define emotions generally. If you ask several people what emotions are, you’ll get a range of views. This question is probably not as simple as it first appears, as there is no universally agreed answer. How to define exactly what emotions are is a topic of huge debate. In fact, 92 different definitions have been found in current research. So, emotions probably shouldn’t be called basic. To find out why, we need to look at some of the most recent research. And it all starts with failure.


I imagine Lisa Feldman-Barrett felt dejected when her initial psychological experiments appeared to be failing. Why could her participants not distinguish clearly between what should be distinct emotions of anxiety and depression? Why could she not find and differentiate clear physical responses of different emotions? Her research looked at brain activity, facial expression and body activity during thousands of incidents of emotion and found no consistent pattern associated with specific emotion categories. Feldman-Barrett’s work has also questioned whether it is possible to universally name emotions across cultures. Her research has called into question the very nature of emotions. They are not simply a reaction to what’s going on around us: but something that our brain actively constructs to help us understand the world in which we live. This is our new understanding – the theory of ‘constructed emotions’.
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