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Foreword



Emotion gives texture and colour to our lives. Imagine what our lives would be like without emotions, if we were just run by logic. We would not experience joy, sexual desire, excitement, hope, fascination, humour, wonder and awe. These would be great losses. Some researchers believe it would be almost impossible for us to make decisions or have intuitions, while other researchers think that emotion is a basis of consciousness itself. On the other hand, we would also not experience intense anxiety, rage, vengeance and hopelessness. When you think about it, we spend a lot of our lives trying to create the feelings we like and avoid or get rid of the feelings we don’t like. The problem is that our gene-built brains and socially choreographed minds did not build emotions into us just for the pleasure of experiencing emotion. Evolution built capacities for emotions that would direct actions that aided the struggle for survival and reproduction. Evolution did not build emotions to make us happy and many of them don’t (although some do). Emotions are there to do a job. What emotion we may feel depends on how we need to act in certain contexts. Dr Irons offers masterly guidance in exploring the importance of understanding the evolutionary roots of our emotions. It is often said, that in biology and psychology, nothing makes sense without an evolutionary function analysis and Dr Irons does that expertly here. He also presents his unique model for understanding emotion.


Most, but not all, of the emotions that cause us trouble are linked to what we call ‘threat processing’. These are the emotions we experience when there are dangers or obstacles and setbacks; when we fail rather than succeed; when we get rejected rather than accepted; when we become ill rather than stay healthy. The big four threat emotions or emotion states are: anxiety, anger, disgust and sadness. Although we might like to get rid of these emotions, because evolution has built them into us it’s not possible to somehow take them out of our brain; we can’t remove them like we might an appendix or cyst. Of course, this doesn’t mean that people don’t try to directly alter their brains so they don’t have to feel certain emotions. Billions and billions are spent on drugs to control anxiety, depression or anger. And, of course, people also use drugs to help them feel good such as amphetamines, cocaine and heroin. And a substance that many use to change their emotional state is alcohol. The problem with all these methods are that they have a dark side linked to addiction, harmful behaviours, withdrawal and short-termism.


As Dr Irons describes, there are many reasons why we want to try to regulate some of our emotions. For example, we may find the unpleasant ones are too frequent and easily triggered in us, are too intense, seem to last for too long, or are difficult to recover from. We can also have beliefs about emotions that make them more difficult to deal with. For example, we may think that other people don’t feel emotions as intensely as we do or that the emotions are intolerable and will overwhelm us. We might feel ashamed of our emotions or desires. We might not understand them so we don’t know why we’re feeling what we’re feeling. We might experience many different emotions at the same time that seem to be in conflict with each other, causing us confusion. One emotion might block another, as, for example, when individuals feel rage to hide from grief or are comfortable with feeling sadness but not rage. All of these can orientate us towards trying to get rid of and avoid emotions rather than working with and through them.


However, if we are to take the journey of working with and through unpleasant or frightening emotions then clearly we need a way of doing that. As Dr Irons indicates, this is where compassion comes in. Compassion is a basic motivation to tune our attention to the things that are difficult or cause suffering and to try as best we can to be helpful and alleviate and prevent unnecessary suffering in the future. Compassion is not an emotion: it is a basic motive that will help us with our emotions. Part of the reason for this is because caring behaviour and compassion were designed by evolution to be soothing and down-regulate threat processing in appropriate circumstances. As Dr Irons explains, compassion helps us find the resources, the courage and the wisdom we need to be able to work with difficult emotions.


This leads to the core question of how we cultivate and utilise those compassionate circuits in our brain to help us with difficult emotions. This is where compassion focused therapy comes in because this is precisely what this therapy seeks to do: to stimulate the psychological and biological processes, associated with caring behaviour, that are wired in to threat processing and can help regulate it. Luckily, Dr Irons has been at the forefront of compassion focused therapy for over twenty years. He is an international compassion focused therapy trainer.


In this book, he brings his extensive experience and wisdom to help navigate us through the tricky territory of understanding our emotions and how compassion can be a wise guide. In the first section he takes us through the up-to-date research on what emotions are. Emotions are not static. Our emotions can depend on our background state: if we’re already anxious then getting more anxious might be easy; if we’re already in an irritable state, quite small things can upset us which perhaps they wouldn’t if we were more relaxed – in a ‘just returning from holiday’ state, or having won a lot of money! So there may be no direct link between a situation and an emotion. How we express emotions may depend on the context. While we might be okay with expressing certain emotions to somebody we know, we might not be to somebody we don’t know. Some emotions we might express to our close friends but not to our boss.


Dr Irons highlights the fact that emotions are partly built by our genes and therefore our potential and capacity to feel certain emotions is not our fault. We are all built by our genes to feel and want to do certain things; that’s what makes us human and a representative of the species. It’s called our common humanity. Without that, we would struggle to understand other people’s emotions, and empathy would become strangely difficult. While, of course, there are important differences between the textures of emotions different people around the world may feel, it’s important that we realise other human beings have the same feelings, wishes and needs that we do. They are not aliens and should not be treated as such. And today there are major debates on whether animals feel emotions and what that means for the (shocking) way we treat them.


Dr Irons also uses the insights from understanding the evolutionary roots of emotion to explore how and why we should not fuse our sense of self with what we feel. Because we have certain emotions, fantasies or thoughts, that doesn’t make us a good or a bad person. Remember these potential feelings have been in existence for millions of years in millions of brains – you didn’t build them or create them so don’t claim them as ‘yours’ in a shameful way. Try, instead, to note them so you can stay with the compassionate living style of trying to be helpful, not harmful. As Dr Irons outlines in the book, we can take a step back and become a mindful observer of our emotions, a mindful observer of the shifting patterns of emotion of which our brains are capable. Then we are less caught up in them, less rushed along by them, and less fused into them. Then we can become more discerning, choosing whether to act on them or not, or even to act against them. For example, there are many times when we might wish to override anxiety. We might get anxious the day we take our driving test, but we override anxiety to take it anyway; or we go for that important job interview or we ask that particular person out for a date. We can also override anger. We choose not to act harmfully because that’s important for us even though we may wish to.


Being mindful and aware of the nature of emotion and how it plays through us because of the way our brains are built is a step towards learning emotional tolerance. Probably one of the greatest strengths that will help us is developing emotional tolerance because then we need not be frightened of an emotion. Rather than feeling we ‘must’ get away from an emotion because it’s so awful, emotional tolerance helps us no longer fear it, even if we don’t like it.


In addition, within that tolerance we may learn new things about ourselves. For example, in tolerating anger we may begin to recognise unmet needs that we can seek out in other ways, or see that our anger is a mask for sadness and grieving. We can also learn that sometimes we can make our emotions worse by the way we think or ruminate. Although tolerance of emotion is important, it needs to be purposeful. Learning to tolerate emotions that are being generated by unhealthy ways of living or thinking is not purposeful and so it would be good to change them.


For example, I’m anxious about my weight but I’ll just learn to tolerate the anxiety and not do anything about it. So compassion tolerance comes with compassionate wisdom for helpful action. This takes us into the territory of how to work with intense emotion, emotions that are too frequent or emotions that come on in the wrong context. For all these aspects of emotion, Dr Irons is a wonderful guide.


The book will also explore specific kinds of emotions, such as anger and anxiety, and how to create more positive emotions in your life. It is filled with up-to-date ways of mindfully tending to your emotions and generating compassionate ways of containing, holding and working with your emotions.


It is a great pleasure for me to recommend my esteemed colleague of many years who is one of the world’s leading teachers of compassion focused therapy (for more, see www.compassionatemind.co.uk). This book comes to you textured by many years of clinical experience as well as working with general compassionate mind training groups.


Paul Gilbert





Introduction



First up, thanks for reading this book. I hope it will be a helpful guide for you. In the coming sections and chapters, we’ll explore how and why we struggle with emotions, and introduce ideas and practices that might help you to find new ways of addressing common difficulties in life. But let’s start with why this book is focused on emotion in the first place.


Why are emotions important?


Take a moment to think about the best moment in your life. Where you were, what you were doing, who you were with. Allow yourself a minute to connect with the memory as best as you can.


Now, if you’re willing, bring to mind a time in life that was more difficult, a time that you’re pleased is long in the past. If you can, allow yourself a minute or so to connect with that memory.


Now, with both of these memories in mind, consider how they’re similar. Given their differences, what binds them together?


There has always been something inherently contradictory about emotions; we are both drawn to them, but at times, do our level best to avoid or stay away from them. We recognise that they are central to our life, bringing colour and texture to experiences, and that much in life would be drab and grey without them. But for many of us, given a choice, we would turn them off quicker than a light switch if it meant that we didn’t have to feel – didn’t have to feel the pain, discomfort, and heaviness that emotions like fear, sadness and shame can bring.


We can experience many joys in life: moments with close friends or family members, the birth of a child, falling in love, succeeding in a test or project that is important or meaningful for us. In contrast, we can face many struggles in life: poverty, loss of loved ones, failures and rejections, bullying, criticism or abuse, and a host of physical health problems, illnesses and diseases. What translates these events from being just ‘experiences’ to something that connects us with distress, suffering or happiness is often emotion – sadness, fear, anger, shame, joy or excitement that go with these experiences.


What are difficult emotions?


Sadly, rather than being confined to discrete situations and experiences, it is emotion that often causes us ongoing difficulties in life. In my work as a clinical psychologist, in one way or another, all of the clients I work with have some struggle with emotion. Sometimes this is someone battling with feelings of anxiety and panic, unable to speak up in meetings at work, go on dates, or attend parties with friends. Sometimes it’s a person constantly on the edge of anger and rage, lashing out at loved ones and strangers alike, pushing people away and causing themselves and others pain. Sometimes it’s someone weighed down by overwhelming sadness and grief, shut down to life following the death of a loved one or end of a relationship. Sometimes it’s a person burdened with feelings of shame, caught up in painful memories of things that happened to them in the past, or crippled by feelings of inadequacy and inferiority. And for some people, it’s the absence of emotion that is causing problems. For example, someone who is unable to experience anger, and therefore blocked to asserting and sticking up for themselves at work and with their partner. Or the person who is unable to express sadness or distress, and consequently struggles to allow others to get close to them and share meaningful relationships. Or finally, someone who is unable to experience excitement, contentment and happiness, and whose life is stripped of many of the pleasures and joys that can come with relationships, hobbies and learning.


So, this is a book that is for anyone who experiences difficulties with emotions – whether that’s experiencing certain emotions too often or strongly, or if you’re blocked to certain emotions that it could be helpful to experience more of. It’s designed to help you understand more about what emotions are, why we experience them, and how they can cause us distress. We’ll look at various models for working with emotions and learn how cultivating skills in mindfulness and compassion can help to bring a healthier emotional balance in your life.


Difficult emotions: A personal story


Although emotions often form the centre of what I encounter in other people’s struggles, this book is partly a reflection of my own experience with emotional difficulties. Growing up, I was often described as a happy and laid-back person – and I guess in many ways, I was. What I struggled with was acknowledging, validating and expressing certain emotions – particularly those that were unpleasant, such as anger, anxiety and shame. My strategy – although I was not doing this consciously – was a ‘keep them suppressed at all costs’ approach. It wasn’t that I couldn’t get angry (ask my brother – we had some good arguments and fights growing up!) or anxious (I remember very clearly avoiding taking part in a football competition because I was scared of failing). Rather, I wasn’t able to acknowledge that I was feeling how I was feeling, and if I did express these emotions, it was only at the level of an action or behaviour (for example, getting aggressive or avoiding something scary). Crucially, I found it very difficult to manage my emotions effectively. I found it difficult to tolerate and experience my anger in a way that could lead to expressing it in an assertive and helpful way. I also found it hard to tolerate my anxiety enough, and to seek help from others, so that I could have the courage and support to compete without getting overwhelmed with worries about failing. There are lots of reasons why I managed my emotions in these ways, many of which are linked to my history, relationships and experiences growing up in life. And to a certain extent, my strategy of suppressing unpleasant feelings was helpful at times; however, it also led to difficulties, and contributed to unhappy friendships and relationships, mismanagement of opportunities in life, and more generally, a sense that it was difficult to get my own needs met.


Over the years, I’ve worked hard to make progress in these areas. I spend less time suppressing and keeping feelings to myself (although I’m still quite good at this!) and am learning how to tolerate emotions like anger and shame, and try to bring compassion to my experiences in a helpful way. I still feel like I’ve got a distance to travel, but this is the beauty of developing your compassionate mind – getting to the destination would be great, but the main thing is that I’m heading in the right direction, I’m in the flow of the journey.


How did I do this? Well, like many things in life, there were multiple factors – friends, family, partners and mentors, as well as the ups and downs of experiences in life. But it turns out that many of the other things that helped outside of these people were linked to the ideas and skills of Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT). CFT was developed by Professor Paul Gilbert, initially to help people experiencing distress commonly associated with high levels of shame and self-criticism. I was lucky enough to start working with Paul on some of the ideas linked to CFT in 1999. So, it was through applying these ideas to clients that I saw how they also applied to me, and I started to make changes to the way I approached my own emotions.


How can compassion help with emotional difficulties?


In the last two decades or so, there has been an increasing interest in how training our minds in compassion can change the way we think, feel and behave. We’re also learning through an increasing number of research studies that practising compassion can have a significant effect on our body, gene expression and immune response.


One of the difficulties with compassion can be the word itself. One of my clients used to say to me, partly with a smile on her face but also with a fair bit of anger, ‘You’re not going to talk about that f*cking C word again, are you?!’ I never did find out if she was equating compassion with one of the most feared illnesses (cancer), or a word often seen as the most unpleasant of swear words in the English language! For some people, compassion can bring to mind weakness, fluffiness and just being ‘nice’; for others, it evokes a sense of letting others (or themselves) off the hook, or indulgence.


But it turns out that compassion is none of these things. Compassion is the motivation that spurs a person on to risk their life as a firefighter or to dedicate their career to being a doctor or nurse. When a loved one, friend or even stranger is distressed and suffering, it’s compassion that motivates us to pay attention to this and try to do something to help. So, the definition of compassion that we’ll use in this book is: ‘a sensitivity to the suffering of self and others, with a commitment to try to alleviate and prevent it’ (Gilbert, 2014). This is a commonly used definition and suggests compassion requires certain qualities of mind. First up, we need to develop a desire to pay attention to and engage with things that are difficult, such as painful or overwhelming emotions, without turning away, avoiding, switching off, or turning towards the next chocolate bar or alcoholic drink. So, to help here, we need to develop the strength, courage and ability to tolerate our own distress and painful feelings, and those of others. Second, we need to cultivate understanding and wisdom to guide our desire to be caring and helpful; we also need to build a variety of skills that help us to work with our own difficulties and distress, so that we can find a new, more helpful way of working with this.


Throughout this book I’ll help you to learn how to prepare your mind for, and in, compassion; and how by doing this, you can use your ‘compassionate mind’ to better manage difficult emotions. We will draw upon training exercises taken from Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) that are known as compassionate mind training or ‘CMT’. The key thing here is that you don’t have to be in therapy, or feel that you need to be, to benefit from these. They’ve been developed from a variety of contemplative traditions and psychotherapeutic approaches, and are helpful for managing a range of life difficulties and emotional problems.



How to use this book



The book is divided into six sections. In the first section, we will explore what we mean by emotion, and why we experience them. In section two, we will explore the CFT model, and help you understand why you might be struggling with emotions in the way you are. The third section will outline what compassion is, what it involves, and how it can help with managing difficult emotions. We’ll also explore a model of emotion regulation that will guide us later in the book. There are different ways of understanding what emotion regulation means, but for the purposes of this book, it refers to our ability to influence the type of emotions we have, when we have them, how we experience them, and how we express or use them.


Section four will focus on compassionate mind training and we will work through a series of exercises in mindfulness, breathing, imagery and compassion. Section five will return to the emotion regulation model introduced in section three, and in combination with the compassionate mind skills developed in section four, we will consider how these can help to bring balance to our emotions. The final section will focus on how we can sustain our compassionate mind going forward.


It’s also worth noting that there are some extra, online materials that you might find helpful that supplement the chapters in this book. These go into more detail about specific emotions that you might struggle with, including anger, anxiety and sadness. You can access these at https://overcoming.co.uk/715/resources-to-download.


If you can, move through the book by section, taking your time to reflect on each chapter and, if it helps, making notes along the way. Although it is tempting to jump straight to the later sections that focus on working more specifically with difficult emotions, I would recommend holding off if you can until you’ve had a chance to work through the earlier sections first. It is through these initial chapters that you will learn how to develop the skills of your compassionate mind, and through doing so, be best placed to work with the ideas and exercises that come later in the book.



Practice



As you move through the book, particularly from section three onwards, you will be introduced to a variety of compassionate mind training exercises. These are evidence-based practices that are designed to help you learn to manage difficult emotions in a helpful way. You can find audio files for many of these at www.balancedminds.com to guide you with your practice.


Case examples used in the book


All case examples are amalgamations of real people that I’ve worked with in therapy or know personally. Any identifiable characteristics (e.g. name, gender, age, ethnicity) have been altered to protect anonymity.





SECTION ONE



Learning about emotions


In this first section, we’re going to explore what emotions are, how they’re defined, and what happens when we experience them (for example, to our attention, thinking or behaviour). We’ll also look at why we experience emotions and learn about how they evolved to help us manage and tackle various challenges that we face as human beings.
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What is an emotion? Take a moment or two to think about it – to really think about it. How would you describe an emotion to someone who, for whatever reason, had no understanding about emotions? If an alien came down to earth and asked you what an emotion is, what would you tell them?


At first, this might seem a simple thing to explain. However, you might have noticed that, actually, it’s harder than it initially appeared. Now, if you struggled to answer this, you are not the only one; it turns out that the same question has been causing philosophers, scientists, psychologists and therapists headaches for thousands of years! Given that we have landed people on the moon, discovered cures for deadly illnesses, and even mapped our genome, it’s interesting that there is no consensus on what something so ‘normal’ and ‘day-to-day’ as emotions actually are. As a former client of mine said: ‘Describing my feelings and emotions in any detailed way is like trying to use a nail to pin down water.’


The word ‘emotion’ was first used in the English language in the sixteenth century and replaced terms like ‘passions’ and ‘affections’ that had been used by the Greeks and other civilisations for millennia before. The origin of the word ‘emotion’ is actually from the French word émouvoir, which means ‘to stir up’, and before that, the Latin word emovere, which means to ‘move out’ or ‘agitate’. So, in terms of the etymology of the word itself we can understand emotion as being linked to energy, movement and a type of physical tension.


Definition of emotion


There are almost a hundred different ways that psychologists have defined and conceptualised emotions. As one set of researchers in the area suggested: ‘Everyone knows what an emotion is, until asked to give a definition’ (Fehr & Russell, 1984, p. 464). Now clearly, we aren’t going to try to outline all of these ways in this book. But this large number of definitions tells us something that you probably already know, and have intuitive wisdom about: emotions are very complex. And because they are complex and difficult to define, maybe it’s no wonder that many of us find it difficult to understand, recognise, describe or manage them.


Let’s take a look at a few definitions though. The online Oxford dictionary suggests that emotion is ‘a strong feeling deriving from one’s circumstances, mood, or relationships with others’ (Oxford Dictionary, 2018). Hoffman (2016), a well-known psychologist in the emotion field, suggested that: ‘an emotion is (1) a multidimensional experience that is (2) characterised by different levels of arousal and degrees of pleasure-displeasure; (3) associated with subjective experiences, somatic sensations and motivational tendencies; (4) coloured by contextual and cultural factors; and that (5) can be regulated to some degree through intra- and interpersonal processes’. While this is very thorough and captures how emotions are a complex combination of different components, it’s probably true that for most of us, this isn’t an easy or accessible definition of what an emotion is. In that sense, it’s unlikely to be that helpful for our purposes of understanding and working with emotions. Given this, let’s look at another way of understanding what emotions are.


Beyond definition – emotions organise the body and mind


It might be helpful to sketch out an example of how emotions, as defined above, can play out in real life. Imagine walking down a road, heading to a restaurant to meet a good friend. You’re feeling excited about seeing this friend, and thinking about what you’re going to eat and talk about. You are walking quickly, as it’s been a long time since you’ve seen your friend, and you’re eager to catch up. However, as you walk along the road, a car swerves to miss a young child who ran into the road, and is now heading straight for you. You suddenly shift from feeling excited, to fearful. This new emotion drags your mind to a new concern (your physical safety/preservation), focusing your attention on the car and motivating you to move quickly to one side. A moment later, once you’re safe, you feel angry as you recognise that the driver was on his mobile phone, rather than watching the road. This angry feeling directs your attention to the driver (your current ‘concern’), and you tell him, in no uncertain terms, what you think about him and his actions. Finally, you start to feel guilty, as you notice that the man has a young child in the car with him, who has started to cry because you’re shouting so loudly. This directs your attention towards the child; you apologise and try to reassure them that everything is OK, using a softer voice tone.


As you can see from this example, our emotions can change as new situations and information emerge; yet they continue to act as a bridge between an event or trigger, and our concerns, behaviour and motives. You might have noticed that linked to each ‘emotion’ (here, excitement, fear, anger and guilt), are some common components. In other words, emotions involve a cluster of responses, including bodily feelings, facial expressions, a desire to act (behave) in a certain way, and a conscious way of describing the experience.


Another way of looking at this is to consider how emotions organise our mind (and body) in a particular way. Let’s take a look at this with the aid of Figure 1 overleaf, and the example of a personal experience of anxiety I had a number of years ago. It was a dark winter’s night, and I was walking back home after having a drink with a friend. It was late, and I wanted to get home as quickly as possible as it was really cold. I decided to take a shortcut through backstreets, rather than walk down the slightly longer, but better-lit main street. As I started to walk down a side street, I heard a noise and sensed someone walking behind me, seemingly getting closer to me.


Figure 1: Emotions organise the mind and body
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Using this diagram, let’s take a look at some of the different aspects of what happened to me in this situation:






	Physiology


	
When we experience an emotion, there are a variety of physiological changes in our body that we may or may not be consciously aware of. These include changes in the brain (e.g. different areas of the brain become activated), and changes in the autonomic nervous system (e.g. change in heart rate, breathing, muscle tension).


My experience: In this situation, I noticed that my hands started to sweat, my heart was racing, and my muscles were tense.








	Action tendencies


	
With the experience of an emotion, there is often an action or urge in which the body becomes ready to engage in a response. This might include common evolved reactions such as fight, flight, freeze, submission, and so forth.


My experience: I had the urge to flee the situation, to start running or cross the road to get away from the person following me.








	Attention


	
Emotions guide attention, and depending on the type of emotion and the situation you’re in, this could have a very different impact on the way attention is directed. For example, ‘high arousal’ anxiety and anger tend to narrow attention to the nature of the threat (Richards et al., 2014), whereas positive emotions like excitement and contentment may open and broaden attention (Fredrickson, 2013).


My experience: My attention became narrow and fixed. I could hear the sound of footsteps behind me, I was aware that it was dark and that there was no one else was on the street in front of me. I was also aware of my heart beginning to beat faster.








	Motivation


	
Emotions work in the service of motives (see Chapter 2), guiding us towards things that are important (e.g. acquiring things, safety, social relationships), and responding differently depending on whether we are successful or thwarted.


My experience: I wanted to get away from the threat, to protect myself and be safe.








	Thinking & imagery


	
A variety of studies have shown two important ways thinking is associated with emotion. One – the ‘top-down’ approach – has found the way we think about something can trigger an emotion. For example, if you consider what thoughts you might need to have to feel panicky, or to feel angry, you might start to notice that what you think (or what images you bring to mind) can have a big impact on your emotions. However, we also know that emotions influence the content of thoughts, and various research studies have found support for this ‘bottom up’ approach. For example, following the terrorist attacks on 11 September, 2001, researchers asked study participants to focus on what made them angry or sad about these attacks. Following this emotional priming, participants voiced more causal and blaming attributions about the attacks when asked to focus on feeling angry, than they did when feeling sad (Small et al., 2006).


My experience: Various thoughts were flashing through my mind: ‘It’s a mugger, and they’re catching up with me,’ and ‘They’re going to attack.’ I had an image that the person behind me was tall, strong and had a knife in his hand.








	Expression


	
This involves the manifestation or overt display of the felt emotion verbally, through words, as well as non-verbally, through body posture, facial expression, eye gaze, voice tone and so forth. For example, the expression of anger (often involving physically expanding, gritting of the teeth, frowning, clenching of the fists, and raised voice tone) would be different to the expression of fear (often involving becoming physically smaller, averted eye gaze, loss of muscular control, and absence of, or softer speech).


My experience: I was tense in my body, with my shoulders ‘up’ and hands balled into fists. My face was tight and probably showing fear. If I had spoken, my voice would have come laced with fear.








	Feeling


	
Emotions turn up ‘feeling’ a certain way – a ‘felt sense’ that is subjectively experienced and often verbalised by describing what this is like. This ‘putting words to’ is sometimes dependent on the degree and clarity of the physiological component outlined above. This ‘feeling’ aspect of emotion can have different facets; for example, we can experience emotions that have a pleasant feel to them (sometimes known as ‘positive’ emotions such as joy or excitement), whereas others can feel unpleasant (sometimes known as ‘negative’ emotions, such as anger, anxiety or disgust). This does not mean that emotions are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ – just that they have pleasant or unpleasant feelings when we experience them. The feeling component can also vary in how long it is experienced for, as well as its intensity – for example, ranging from the lower-energy feeling of contentment to the higher-energy feel of excitement.


My experience: I felt tense, on edge and panicky. I was definitely scared. It was a very unpleasant feeling.









So, you can see how this situation triggered fear in me, and how this fear ‘showed up’ in many different ways, all preparing my body to take action to keep safe. Emotion (fear) acted as a relevance radar to me – tuning me into my safety and orientating me to find ways (actions) to make myself safe. In this sense, we can see that emotions are signals to us, helping us to focus on and respond to things that matter to us in the world – that we care about (in this example, my desire to avoid harm).


These components of emotions are not linear – so they don’t necessarily arise in the order they’re listed on the previous pages. In fact, in psychology and other related fields, there have been arguments for many, many decades, about which components of an emotion are primary, or come first. In other words, do we experience emotions because we appraise (think about) a situation in a certain way, or because we experience a change in our physiology and feelings, which then sets off changes in our behaviour and the way we think? Sometimes there can be a tendency to make the above process purely linear, with the implication that emotions always follow the same process. Rather than getting lost in a chicken-and-egg debate of what causes what, from the perspective of this book, we will take the approach that the seven components previously outlined are part of an integrated, coordinated system, or network. They emerge and are a patterned response to certain situations, and move us to manage or cope with emotions in ways that are consistent with our basic life motives – to avoid harm, to feel cared for, or to achieve things. We’ll return to these points in Chapter 2.


Now, it turned out that when I came up to the traffic lights and had to stop and wait, the dangerous mugger did indeed catch up with me, but turned out to be an elderly lady taking her dog for a walk! Although realising this helped to calm my anxiety, my initial response was triggered not by what was actually happening (i.e. that there was no need to feel alarmed), but by my perception that I was in danger. We’ll come back to look at how you can develop your own examples using Figure 11 in Chapter 13.


Tracking the ‘story’ of emotions


Alongside understanding how emotions orientate our mind and body, it’s also helpful to hold in mind the process or ‘story’ of emotions: their beginning, middle and end. This includes:


1.    Triggers – what starts or creates an emotion. This could be something external (e.g. a meeting, a conversation with a friend, a dark street late at night) or something internal (e.g. a thought, worry, memory or rumination).


2.    Frequency – some emotions may show up in us as if they’re frequent visitors or companions in our life. Others are like a distant aunt or uncle – we rarely get to meet them.


3.    Intensity – emotions can show up at different volumes. Some are subtle, barely perceptible and operating like quiet music in the background of our lives. Others are like standing at the front row of a thrash metal music gig, loud, overpowering and overwhelming.


4.    Duration – some emotions show up briefly, for a few moments, before being replaced by something else. Others tend to show up for longer – often because certain things keep them triggered inside us.


5.    Expression and action – we may well experience an emotion, but that doesn’t tell us much about whether we can express it to others or use it to guide our behaviour in an effective way. So, while some people can ‘show’ their emotion in a helpful way (both helpful to themselves, but as a signal communication to others), other people struggle to act upon or show their emotion, and instead keep it ‘on the inside’.


6.    Settling – as some emotions begin to pass, it can feel that this happens quickly and smoothly. We can feel ourselves settling from this experience relatively easily. In contrast, other emotions can have a longer half-life, and seem to go down like a bad meal.


7.    Regulate – during the above process, some people feel that they are able to guide, manage and regulate their emotional experience, shaping each aspect in a way that is helpful given the context, situation or goal. Others feel like the emotion is entirely in charge, that they are at best an observer, along for the ride.


Although we’ll come back to these ideas in Section Four, you might start to think about how each of the domains functions for you. So, if you took three emotions to begin with – anger, anxiety and excitement – you might consider the following questions:


1.    How easily are they triggered? What types of things tend to trigger them?


2.    How often (frequently) do you experience them (e.g. hourly, daily, weekly . . . less often?)


3.    When you encounter them, how intensely do they turn up? Low, medium, high? Do you feel you have much control over their ‘volume’ once triggered?


4.    When they start, how long do they tend to stay around for? Are you aware of things that might happen that reduce or prolong their duration?


5.    How able are you to act alongside or express each of these emotions, once you’re experiencing them?


6.    How long does it take you to settle once an emotion arises? What helps each emotion to settle?


7.    How much do you feel able to guide the above steps, managing your emotions in a way that is helpful for you?


For some of us, there is a high degree of overlap between these domains, and different emotions like anger, anxiety and excitement. However, some of you might have noticed that these processes work in quite different ways for these emotions, and this may be the case if we extended this to other emotions (e.g. sadness, shame, guilt and so on). Key at this stage is that we’re learning something about the shape and pattern of our emotions.


What’s the difference between emotions and feelings?


The terms ‘emotions’ and ‘feelings’ are commonly used, sometimes to mean the same thing, other times to mean something slightly different. Although not agreed by everyone, one way of discriminating them is to consider the different components of emotion that we described previously. Here, emotion affects all of the domains, from physiological through to behaviour and appraisal. Feelings, on the other hand, are the conscious, subjective awareness – the mental experience – of a physical state which we could describe in some way, and may or may not represent an emotion. When we say ‘I feel crap’, ‘I feel awful’ or ‘I feel great’, these are examples of a feeling, rather than an emotion (which we might think of as the entire experience). In comparison, while emotions make us feel something, they also make us want to do something (Frijda, 1986). You may notice this with phrases that are used to describe the action tendencies of an emotion: in anger, we can be ‘hopping mad’, ‘lose our head’ or want to ‘blow our top’, we can ‘hang our head’ in shame, and be ‘flooded with tears’ in sadness.


What’s the difference between emotions and moods?


These are also terms that are often used interchangeably. In lay language, an ‘emotional’ person is often seen as someone who is quite reactive to a particular situation. For example, Paul was described by his friends as very ‘emotional’ – when positive situations occurred, he would often get very excited and happy and be the ‘life and soul of the party’, but when some slightly negative things happened, he would fly off in a rage. In comparison, a ‘moody’ person is seen to have a similar response (often negative, but not always) regardless of the situation itself. For example, Daniel was described by his friends as ‘moody’, a ‘glass half empty’ kind of guy as he tended to see the negatives, even in positive situations. Another way of thinking about the difference between emotions and moods is in terms of the duration of the experience. On the whole, emotions are seen as fleeting or passing experiences, whereas moods are seen as more persistent, and longer lasting, in nature.



Are there some emotions that are healthy or good, and some that are unhealthy or bad?



While classifying our emotions as ‘good or bad’, ‘healthy or unhealthy’ is common and understandable, it can be unhelpful. For example, although typically happiness and joy are seen as healthy and helpful emotions, can you conceive of when these might be unhelpful? A classic example would be if such ‘positive’ feelings persist (or stay ‘online’) when they are not warranted. Imagine that you are having a lovely meal with a good friend or loved one. You’re particularly enjoying your main course, and the red wine is just divine! Suddenly there’s a commotion, and you look up to see a man holding a knife, shouting that he wants your money, mobile phone and valuables. But rather than get anxious, you’re still focused on the pleasure of your experience; after all, the wine and food are just so tasty! Although somewhat extreme, if our positive emotions stay online like this, this could be unhelpful or even dangerous. This can happen when people experience hypomania or mania, which are extended periods of elation and energy. Similarly, if our negative emotions stay online when they don’t need to be, this can also cause problems. For example, in an intimate, sexual moment with a new partner, if high levels of anxiety kick in and persist, it is likely to get in the way of a potentially pleasurable and connecting experience.


So, we can begin to see here that while emotions have the potential to be helpful, it doesn’t mean that they always are. In fact, there can be several reasons why we hit difficulties with our own (and others’) emotions. We are going to spend more time together in the next chapter looking at just this – how we can get caught up in difficulties with our emotions. But, for now, the key thing is to return to the idea that it is the context in which our emotions occur, how quickly they are activated, how long they last, and our ability to manage them, that bears upon whether they are helpful or unhelpful.



Key reflections



•    Emotions bring colour and energy to our life – without them, life would be stripped of meaning


•    It’s not easy to give a simple definition of emotions


•    Emotions are multi-faceted – they emerge bringing changes to our physiology, attention, thinking, feelings, behaviour and motivation


•    Emotions tend to have a ‘story’ – various processes such as triggers, intensity and duration


•    Emotions are not the same as moods, and are neither good or bad





[image: illustration]



In the previous chapter, we explored what emotions are, how we might define them, and how they involve a patterning of different components. All this leads to an important question: why do we have emotions in the first place? Why, as a species, do we experience emotions like happiness, joy and excitement that can feel so good, but others that can cause us (and other people) so much pain, distress and suffering? How does having the ability to experience anxiety or anger contribute to our lives, other than bringing pain and distress?


Something I frequently hear from my patients is a version of: ‘Life would be so much easier if I didn’t have to feel anything.’ While this is understandable, given how painful emotions and feelings can be, it can be a useful place to start thinking about why we experience emotions. Let’s look at this with a thought experiment.




Thought experiment: Life without emotion


Let’s imagine that we didn’t have emotions or feelings; that we were like Mr Spock from Star Trek, or an android in a science-fiction film. What would life actually be like? Let’s explore this through a number of scenarios:


•    Imagine being indifferent to whether you were in a caring or abusive relationship.


•    Imagine feeling unconcerned whether you completed a task, or succeeded in a job interview.


•    What would it be like if you felt unmoved about whether a friend or loved one was healthy, or suffering from painful illness, or facing death?


•    What would it be like to feel nothing while seeing someone treat your child or loved one in a really unpleasant or unfair way?


•    Imagine not having any feelings about seeing a speeding car racing towards your daughter or son?





What ideas came to mind in that short experiment? Often when looked at like this, living life without emotions may not seem very attractive at all – in fact, living without emotions strips life of many of the things that we find meaningful. Without them, we would likely be apathetic and unresponsive; unmoved by life’s pleasures, ills, and everything else in between. However, with them comes purpose; with them comes energy, need and hope. What this experiment may help us to see is that emotions serve an essential function in our life. Although it might not always feel like it, emotions are important as a type of signalling system, letting us know how we’re getting on, whether our needs are being met, or whether there’s something not working out quite right. They help to give us information between what’s happening in the world around us, and the impact this is having on us. The tricky thing is that, because some emotions are painful, scary or overwhelming, we may try not to look at them. If this happens, we may find it difficult to listen to what they’re telling us; we struggle to read their signals. So, although they can be challenging to experience and work with, as we’ll come on to see throughout this book, the skill with working with emotions is learning how to experience them so we can listen to what they’re telling us. When we are able to do this, we can then use emotions to respond to what’s happening in our life in a way that’s helpful for us.


Let’s look at this idea further.


Emotions evolved to help us


One way to understand why we experience emotions is to look at the reasons they evolved in the first place. We can start this by comparing emotions – and particularly those that cause us distress – to physical pain. Let’s take an example. Imagine you are looking forward to a nice hot bubble bath after a long, stressful day at work. You’ve put your favourite music on, and have a glass of wine by the side of the tub. You take your clothes off and slide your right foot into the water. Suddenly, you experience intense, excruciating pain, jump backwards shouting and swearing, hopping up and down on your other foot! Of course, you hadn’t realised that the cold tap wasn’t on correctly, and the bathwater is far too hot. So rather than experiencing the anticipated pleasure, you’re now in pain, and maybe even feeling angry (at the ‘water’ for hurting you, or at yourself for not having paid better attention). While the feeling of pain is very unpleasant, and not something that you ‘wanted’, it also has an important function – it alerts your body to make a rapid response, to move away from the source of the pain. It protects your body from longterm damage – in this case, scalding. Take a moment to consider what would have happened if you didn’t experience pain at that moment (which is actually the case for some people born with a rare and unfortunate genetic condition called congenital analgesia that prevents them from experiencing pain). Without pain, you wouldn’t register that the water was too hot for your body, and likely to cause you a lot of damage.


We can see here then that pain evolved to signal to an organism – in this case, us – to stay away from things that could cause physical damage or death. From an evolutionary perspective, individuals who were more pain-sensitive may have had better survival chances. When this is coupled with the ability to learn and make associations of what is, and what isn’t, painful, it can provide helpful information about what we need to be cautious about, or avoid.


So, what does this example have to tell us about why we experience emotions? Well, just like physical pain, emotions evolved to provide adaptive advantages to us. In the language of evolutionary theory, adaptive advantage describes how an animal is able to respond most effectively to its environment, which, as a result, increases its prospect of survival (e.g. by being able to run quickly, hide, or find food), and its likelihood to reproduce and, ultimately, pass on its genes successfully. So how do emotions help with this?



Emotions serve our motives



What this metaphor of pain helps us to understand is that emotions are bound up in and with our motives. Simply put, motives refer to the things that we want to do or achieve. The word itself comes from the Latin word ‘motivus’, which means ‘to move’ or ‘moving’. Motives evolved in animals to move them towards certain biosocial goals, for example, survival and reproduction. We share basic motives with all other animals – for example, to avoid harm, and to approach resources (e.g. food, reproductive opportunities). But as mammals, we also have motives linked to caring and being cared for, group living, cooperation and competing for resources and social position/rank. So, some of our motives are non-social, such as harm avoidance (e.g. avoiding a falling rock or dangerous animal) or seeking food or shelter. Others are socially based (e.g. reproduction, attachment, social competition), and often involve more complex processing systems which need to track the flow from self to other, and then back from other to self (Gilbert, 2015).


If we didn’t have motives (that is, we didn’t have any drives, urges or wishes), then we wouldn’t have emotions – we just wouldn’t be bothered about anything. So, this helps us then to see that we often experience emotions in the pursuit of things that are important to us, or when our motives have been blocked or thwarted in some way. We will return to this later in the chapter.


What are the functions of our different emotions?


In Chapter 1 we outlined how emotions help navigate and bridge the gap between our environment and our concerns/goals. It may be helpful now to get a little more specific. What function does an emotion like anger have, or sadness? What about anxiety or joy? Let’s explore this by looking at some of our common emotions.


Table 1: The evolved function of emotions






	Anxiety


	Signals potential danger and motivates to engage in a defensive response (e.g. to move, or run away).







	Anger


	Signals a potential threat to us or others. It may also indicate a block to our goals, or an injustice. It can energise and motivate us to stand up for ourselves and others, and to challenge, be assertive or fight.







	Disgust


	Signals something harmful or toxic (e.g. rotten food, faeces) and motivates us to stay away from it, or expel it (e.g. be sick) if consumed.







	Sadness


	Signals a loss of some type, and the need for reconnection or recovery of what was lost. This could be the loss of a loved one (e.g. through death) or temporary disconnection (e.g. the child being left for the first day at school). It can also emerge following a failure or setback (e.g. loss of money or a setback at work).







	Happiness/joy


	Signals that something is valued or important to us, and moves us towards pursuing goals with rewarding outcomes.







	Shame


	Signals that our behaviour or actions may lead to rejection or being outcast by others, and motivates us to engage in behaviours to ensure our belonging/that we won’t be rejected (e.g. by paying attention to others’ responses, or appeasing them).







	Guilt


	Signals that our behaviour or actions have brought harm to others (or ourselves). It connects us to a type of empathy and motivates us to repair the harm caused, or prevent it from happening in the future.







	Contentment/calm


	Signals safeness in the absence of threat or danger, allowing the body to slow down, rest and repair.








So, by looking at the evolved function of these common emotions, we can see that they serve important functions. The list in Table 1 could have been much longer of course, as other emotions such as embarrassment, pride, envy, and jealousy also have important evolutionary functions. The key reflection here is that emotions help us (and of course, originally our ancestors) to navigate situations in life that promote and facilitate survival and/or gaining things (e.g. territory, food, sexual opportunities) and ultimately, opportunities to reproduce and pass on our genes. As we’ll return to in Chapter 15, if we can learn to listen to our emotions, we may see that they can provide a type of wisdom about what is happening in our environment. If we’re able to couple that with engaging in helpful ways of using emotion – in the way we tolerate them, express them and so on (see Chapters 16a, 16b and 16c) – we’re more likely to navigate many of life’s challenges skilfully.


One way that emotions help us is by boosting or amplifying our drives, motives or concerns – directing more energy and attention to them. They also help to give primacy of one motive or concern over another (Tomkins, 1970). For example, if you are messing around in the sea, and set a competition with a couple of friends to see who can swim to the buoy quickest, you might well experience a flush of energy, excitement and drive to win. But during the race, if you suddenly see a shark-fin approaching you, it’s likely that the fear that you experience would reorientate your focus so that a new concern (self-preservation/safety) predominates over your previous concern (competitiveness, the excitement of winning the race). In other words, emotions help to give prominence to or prioritise one motivation over another – in this case, prioritising safety and survival over competition and winning. As we’ll come to see throughout the book, while evolution has built into us a range of powerful emotions, this doesn’t mean that we’re in the driving seat of them; in fact, the reality is that often we can feel beholden to our emotions, a passenger in their car. We can feel they are too easily triggered or be quite overwhelmed when they turn up, or not know how to turn up or down their ‘volume’.
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