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Praise for Emotional Equations

    “Conley’s equations prompt a revelation: by reducing an emotional problem to its core elements, you can glimpse new ways to address it.”

    —The Guardian

    “If you want to understand (or persuade) your boss, sister, neighbor, or teenager, it helps to have an emotional equation. Chip Conley built one of the most innovative, customer-inspiring businesses of the last twenty years. He’s a leader who clearly understands the value of analyzing emotions.”

    ––Chip Heath, coauthor of
Switch: How to Change Things When Change Is Hard

    “With disarming simplicity, Chip opens the door to understanding your emotions by using a handful of equations. In his words, ‘Happiness is overrated. Joy is underappreciated.’ This one will make you think . . . and that’s a good thing.” 

    —Seth Godin, author of
We Are All Weird

    “Emotional Equations offers a splendid menu of rules-of-thumb for a satisfied, meaningful life. Chip Conley has tried what he advises; his equations to live by are clever, useful, and profound.”

    ––Daniel Goleman, author of
Leadership: The Power of Emotional Intelligence

    “Chip Conley makes the case that great business leaders don’t have to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Rather than superhuman, the best leaders––at work and at home––are simply super humans who know how to use their internal resources effectively. Emotional Equations offers practical advice so you can make your emotions work for you rather than against you.”

    ––Marci Shimoff, author of
Love for No Reason

    “Emotional Equations is a fresh, original guide to an authentic and fulfilling life. Every line is based on good science and lived experience and rings truthful and invigorating. There ought to be a law against successful CEOs writing such good books . . . Where does that leave the rest of us?”

    ––Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, author of 
Flow

    “You may scoff at the idea that all the complexity and subtlety of human emotion can be reduced to a handful of arithmetic operations. Scoff all you want, but read the book. There is something important to be learned from every chapter. Chip Conley has written a book that is both welcoming and challenging, simple and complex, abstract and concrete. Read this book and take it to heart and your emotional life will never be the same.”

    —Barry Schwartz, author of
 The Paradox of Choice

    “Emotional Equations is a masterpiece by a master teacher. Philosopher/CEO Chip Conley peels away the thin veneer of let’s pretend organizational life and introduces us to the very raw and tender emotional core of our human experience. While reading, I felt joy, delight, curiosity, insight, inspiration, amazement, and, most of all, a much deeper understanding of my own inner life. Simple, yet profound . . . you really must read this book.”

    —Jim Kouzes, coauthor of
The Leadership Challenge

    “If you’ve struggled to understand how to get control of your emotions, Chip Conley’s Emotional Equations is the book for you. Conley makes elegantly objective the subjective realm of feelings through the prism of simple mathematical formulas that offer fresh insight into how we can more effectively manage our emotions.”

    —Anne Kreamer, author of
It’s Always Personal

    “Emotional Equations reveals the rich tapestry of relationships among emotions which heretofore existed as isolated feelings within each of us. Chip’s book is required reading for every executive who wants to lead others effectively in today’s organizations that aspire to create opportunities for people to find and live out their callings.”

    —Dr. Tommy Thomas, CEO, Opposite Strengths, Inc., 
PhD in mathematics and psychology

    “Emotions are a mystery to many of us. Chip Conley provides insight into how different emotions operate, what consequences they can lead to, and how our proclivity for happiness is shaped by our emotional states. This book gives a practical framework for getting the most out of work, defining who you are, and finding contentment. It is an emotional tour de force.”

    —Jennifer Aaker, General Atlantic Professor of Marketing, 
Stanford Graduate School of Business

    “It’s incredibly rewarding to see one of my former psychology students evolve first into a very successful businessperson and then into a thoughtful observer of human nature. Chip Conley’s 
Emotional Equations is challenging, thought-provoking, insightful, and, ultimately, very practical.”

    —Phil Zimbardo, professor emeritus, Stanford University, 
and author of The Time Paradox 
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On August 19, 2008, my heart stopped. Just minutes after my business presentation on stage, I passed out. Flatline. My memories of that day are opaque, but I can still see the image that was swirling around my brain as I came to in the emergency room: thick, sweet, fragrant oil slowly dripping down a set of dark wooden stairs. My version of “seeing the light,” this was the ultimate wake-up call for me. The doctors could find no medical explanation for my heart failure.

Over the preceding few years, a series of wake-up waves culminating in my heart failure had hit me like an emotional tsunami and tested my sense of who I thought I was: a business I had built was sinking; a family member had been wrongly convicted of a crime and sentenced to San Quentin State Prison; a long-term relationship had ended painfully; and I had lost five friends and colleagues to suicide.

I know I’m not alone in experiencing these tragedies and setbacks. Many people have felt either out of control or stuck in an emotional logjam. At times, our emotions are crystal clear; we know what we’re feeling and how to respond. At other times, we need guidance. And my heart failure, besides being a medical emergency, was also an emotional emergency. I felt as if I were treading water, gasping for air, my emotions acting like enemies instead of intuitive allies.

I had tried my best to put on a good “game face,” because we CEOs like to portray a strong, steady image to everyone and a lot of people were relying on me. After all, my company is called Joie de Vivre (French for “joy of life”), so dour didn’t really fit the profile. I’d started the company in 1987 and grown it to more than three thousand employees, the largest group of independent boutique hotels in the state of California, and had been adept at creating healthy “psycho-hygiene” at the company. I’d also written Peak: How Great Companies Get Their Mojo from Maslow about adapting for the workplace the theory of motivation created by the psychologist Abraham Maslow.

During the momentous days of the decade’s first economic downturn, this mixing of psychology and business had let Joie de Vivre defy the general trend and nearly triple in size. It had also led me to lecture all over the world on how to become self-actualized—to become everything we’re capable of becoming at work.

When the second economic downturn hit in 2008, however, I retreated to my home—once my sanctuary but now a place filled with beautiful things and ugly thoughts. I would take off my game face and wallow in an emotional darkroom where all my negatives were developing. I had a certain emotional awareness about what was going on inside me but little means to make sense of it, let alone find meaning in it. I felt almost paralyzed by a psychological fog.

As I was waiting for some revelation, one of my good friends, Chip Hankins, took his own life. He was my best “Chip” friend in the world and my insurance broker for more than a decade—a force of nature whom I deeply admired and, at times, emulated. We had more in common than just our names: we were both publicly extroverted but had an introverted, melancholy side as well; we both went for long periods of sobriety, even though we both owned bars. And we were both spiritual seekers who enjoyed throwing a frivolous party; we’d been planning to throw a “Chip” party someday to which we’d invite Chips from around the world to share stories of “The World According to Chip.”

Instead, there I was at Chip’s memorial service, where I listened to person after person get up and tell “Chip stories.” It was surreal. The truth is, up to this moment, my mind had occasionally veered toward images of my own demise—by car crash or cancer—something dramatic that might help me escape from the mess of emotions my life had become. Clearly, I needed to push the reset button on my mind, and my life, and make some fundamental changes. The terror and despair I felt over this profound loss gradually gave way to a renewed sense that I could remake my experience here on Earth and a budding gratitude that I would have that opportunity even though others would not.

During that time, as four other friends also chose death over life, I learned more about the nature of emotional depression and suicide. Nearly a million people try to commit suicide annually in America; about 5 percent of them “succeed.” Men are four times as likely to commit suicide as women, and suicide attempts by middle-aged people have spiked during the economic downturn (all five of my friends were men in their forties).

Shining the light on these sobering statistics gave me the incentive to look for a healthy way to make sense of my emotions.

SEARCHING FOR AN EMOTIONAL ANSWER

I was compelled to revisit a book I’d read years before, the psychologist Viktor Frankl’s landmark memoir Man’s Search for Meaning. Dr. Frankl’s book was a spiritual salve for me. I figured that if this man could withstand the agony of a Nazi concentration camp, I could probably deal with the challenges in my own life. I was acutely aware that my company needed a new solution to its problems, but I was more focused on turning around my own life. Maybe if I could do that, a company turnaround would follow.

I would recount the story of Man’s Search for Meaning to friends and colleagues, yet most couldn’t understand why I was so fascinated with it. In spite of their blank stares, I kept reading Frankl’s book and began to distill its wisdom down to one simple equation:
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In other words, despair is what results when suffering has no meaning. In a recession (or, in Frankl’s case, in prison), suffering is virtually a constant, so it’s best to place your attention on growing your sense of meaning in order to decrease your feeling of despair.

This little mental rule of thumb or mantra became my lighthouse. Throughout the day, especially when I was feeling particularly tested, I would quietly recite this equation to myself as a reminder not to get caught up in the suffering and instead to place my attention on what I was supposed to learn. Because the worldwide hospitality industry was hit particularly hard by the Great Recession, the leaders of Joie de Vivre (JdV) were living lives of “quiet desperation”—in some cases, not so quiet. One day, as I facilitated a leadership series for senior managers, knowing that they were suffering, I decided to discuss my own vulnerability and worries and introduced my “Meaning” equation to the group. The managers really responded to it—they started texting and tweeting it to their staff, and, next thing I knew, they’d asked me to teach a whole class on Emotional Equations. To this day, I teach employees at JdV how to use Emotional Equations to create insight and perspective as well as happiness and success. Here are a few of the most popular:
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Though most people today aren’t locked in a concentration camp or acting as CEOs of companies in distress, many people are prisoners of their own minds. So in this book I ask you, “What’s your prison?” and I offer you some keys to unlock the door. Frankl’s “Meaning” equation gave me a sense of freedom that liberated me from my habitual, fearful ways of thinking. Fear is a straitjacket. It incapacitates and isolates you. Yet the ancient root of “fear” is the word “fare.” Passengers pay a fare to take a ship from one point to another, so perhaps in these rough economic seas our fare of fear will take us to a new place in our lives.

As Winston Churchill advised during World War II, “If you’re going through hell, keep going.” Today, too, we all need to come to understand that we can use our seasons of darkness as a means to find new reservoirs of strength—strength we didn’t know we had. You are no doubt faced today with situations that are testing you to be bigger than you’ve ever been in your life. Those challenges require you to become conscious of your emotions. As the poet Kahlil Gibran put it, “Your pain is the breaking of the shell that encloses your understanding.” As I navigated my way through my treacherous time, the question that kept emerging from my work with the “Meaning” equation was “What is breaking open in my life that is meant to evolve into something new for me and those around me?”

THE PARALLELS BETWEEN MATH AND LIFE

In most of the Emotional Equations in this book, we’ll stick with basic math formulas—addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division—to get a handle on how emotions work together and how you can work with them. I want to note, however, that calculus is actually known as the mathematics of change. After inventing calculus, Sir Isaac Newton also crafted mathematical expressions of the laws of motion, capped off by the famous equation Force = Mass × Gravity (to be more precise, gravity is a form of acceleration).

Gravity is a universal force that affects the physical world, but you may not have considered how it also affects the human condition—and not just by keeping us on Earth. Gravity shapes our physical bodies; we often get shorter and closer to the ground as we age. Gravity can also shape our emotional selves. Emotional baggage, for instance, is a form of gravity; we acquire more of it as we get older, and it weighs us down. The more emotional gravity we’re fighting, the more force we require to move forward. And force moving against gravity creates a lot of friction.

On the other hand, having a frictionless life is like being a rower gliding over the surface of the water—in rowing circles, this is called “swinging.” Abraham Maslow called it “self-actualization,” and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls it “flow.” It’s a way of defying gravity.

When I went through the most difficult period in my life, I did not feel “in the flow.” On some level, I felt as if mysterious natural forces—such as gravity—were conspiring against me. As one friend told me at the time, “Your internal math is haywire.” That’s what it can feel like when you are out of sync with the world—you feel trapped, heavy, full of friction and chaos.

Chaos is a math theory, but it also describes how many of us feel in troubled times. As one who has spent my life doing the left-brain/right-brain tango, I have often grasped for what I now understand to be an Emotional Equation to give me insight into what I was going through at home or at work, to distill some basic truths in life. Emotional Equations provide a new, visual lexicon for mastering our age of uncertainty.

When I was a teen, I suffered through algebra with its constants and variables, and somehow I seemed to always get the answer wrong. Today, many of us feel as though we’re getting the answer wrong in life, and so we use prayers, mantras, and affirmations as a sort of adult form of algebra. The Serenity Prayer (“God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference”) is an example of a kind of equation for serenity that defines constants and variables in life.

When I was at my lowest, the “Meaning” equation gave me the knowledge and conviction that if I placed my attention more on the meaning of this disparate collection of painful events, as opposed to the suffering, I would likely have less despair in my life. During my most troubled weeks, the equation felt as if it was my instruction manual for deactivating my emotional explosives. I didn’t need to be a math whiz to figure out the emotional truth of the “Meaning” equation, I just needed to use it as my daily mantra and map to help me climb out of the deep well into which I’d fallen. In spite of my allergy to algebra, my solution to my personal inner chaos was to become an emotional mathematician.

Of course, there’s no perfect formula or spreadsheet for solving the mysteries of life. Even so, the world and our emotions are filled with relationships, and that’s what this book is about: the relationships between your emotions and how they can help you better understand yourself, your purpose, and your relationships with others.

ADVERSITY REVEALS GREATNESS

Here’s one major relationship that most of us can use some help sorting out: your mind and your wallet. They are inextricably linked. It’s no coincidence that the word we use to describe the worst of economic times also describes a serious psychological disorder: depression. Economic gloom lightens your wallet while weighing down your spirit. Five of the ten most stressful life events are related to whether you are employed and whether the quality of your work experience is good. Your work does more than affect your self-esteem; it organizes your day, connects you with others, and can give you a sense of purpose.

Not since the Great Depression have we seen such a perverse connection between work and our psyche as we do today. We are more familiar with the kind of recession that comes and goes like a brief winter storm, and our capacity to handle it has a lot to do with knowing it won’t last all that long. But what if this economic toilet bowl we’re in lasts longer than any other recession in history? How do we find the internal resources to cope with that bad news?

It’s encouraging to remember that some of the greatest American literature, such as The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men, came out of the Depression era. During the same decade, Napoleon Hill wrote the runaway bestseller Think and Grow Rich (1937), which urged readers to adopt a positive mental attitude and channel the power of their minds to improve their lot in life. And the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr created the Serenity Prayer, which was adopted by the USO during World War II and subsequently by Alcoholics Anonymous and other twelve-step programs. It seems as if the more the external world becomes chaotic, the more we need to create our own internal logic.

Why do misfortunes embitter one person while motivating another to become resourceful? What valuable coping skills can you acquire during difficult times that you would never have developed during a more tranquil phase of your life? Are there ways you can train your mind so that you don’t waste so much time and energy on emotions and tensions that aren’t serving you well?

Those questions are very personal for me. They’re part of the reason I created my initial Emotional Equation about meaning, then more equations for the people I worked with, and now this book for you and others. In researching these equations, I reached out to psychologists and mathematicians, who generally welcomed me (and even gave me an honorary doctorate in psychology). Heck, one well-known academic told me that I’d clearly had a fascination with emotions going back to when I named my company after the French expression for “joy.” And I was reassured to find that the psychology community was already using equations that defined happiness, positivity, and even the likelihood of a stable marriage.

In the next chapters, I ground my storytelling in the math and science that supports Emotional Equations, to provide you with a shorthand means of correcting yourself emotionally—to get clearer perspectives and more control—during both good times and bad. One way to think of Emotional Equations is as a grown-up version of finger painting. If you mix two primary colors, say, red and blue, you get a secondary color, in this case purple. In fact, psychologists believe that our primary emotions work together to create secondary and even tertiary emotions that have subtle distinctions. An Emotional Equation is like having a flash card that you can raise in front of you to remind yourself that emotions are related to one another and that you can cultivate your perfect emotion potion.

Certain Emotional Equations will likely be more meaningful to you than others, and one section of the book may be more relevant to where you are in your life today. It’s a bit like an encyclopedia of emotions, so there’s no need to read the chapters in order. In fact, I recommend that you read a chapter at a time and think about it for a while, letting it seep into your subconscious. Or consider selecting one equation to focus on for the week and incorporate the “Working Through the Equation” section into your daily life.

The last chapter of the book provides a practical framework for deconstructing your own emotions and creating Emotional Equations that will be personally meaningful to you. I invite you to participate in the growing, emotionally fluent community on the Emotional Equations website, www.emotionalequations.com, where people are sharing the equations that work for them.

YOUR EMOTIONAL CONCIERGE

We all want a fully functioning heart and mind. Why shouldn’t we want the same for our emotional state? I’m not a therapist, but I can still help coach you through your emotions. During the most challenging of times, these Emotional Equations bolstered my leadership skills and our company’s performance. In fact, in 2010, Joie de Vivre was awarded the top American award for customer service in the Upper Upscale category of hotels by Market Metrix, beating Marriott, Hilton, Hyatt, Westin, Kimpton, and Peninsula. I believe the best CEOs are truly “Chief Emotions Officers,” since great companies have great cultures and at the heart of a great culture are healthy emotions. You may not think of yourself as a leader, but you are already leading yourself—and maybe others—on a daily basis.

This is a very different attitude from when I graduated from business school. Then I believed that in order to become a successful CEO, I needed to be superhuman. But after nearly two dozen years of being a CEO, I’ve learned that the best leaders in life aren’t superhuman; instead, they’re simply super humans.

So just think of me as your emotional concierge. Or as your “street shrink.” Even though we use the word “shrink” to describe an emotional counselor, I believe life isn’t meant for shrinking. It’s meant for stretching, and I’m hoping that Emotional Equations will stretch you and create a better life for you and those around you. After using Emotional Equations, you will find that your emotions will no longer get the best of you. Instead, your emotions can represent the best in you.

This is my operating manual for being a super human. I hope it serves you well.
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Over the nearly two dozen years that I was CEO of my company, I got smarter about how to read a balance sheet, how to efficiently develop and market a compelling hotel, and how to create a buzz when we launched. But the most profound thing I learned over all those years was probably the “smile index.”

Upon entering one of our nearly forty hotels or while touring a competitor’s property, I could quickly get a true sense of a place by observing the quantity—and quality—of the employees’ smiles. My emotional antennae could pick up whether they were genuine or just a mask. Similarly, when interviewing job candidates, I could intuit a person’s emotional state within ten minutes, so that I knew whether the position would be a healthy habitat for him or her—or not.

The most successful business leaders are often experts on emotions. The psychologist Daniel Goleman has shown that emotional intelligence (EQ) makes up two-thirds of the likely success of business executives, compared with intellectual capacity (IQ), which, along with the amount of working experience, makes up only one-third. Other academics have shown that we temporarily lose ten to fifteen points of IQ when we make decisions in an emotionally reactive state of mind. On the other hand, when we label an emotion consciously (as when working with an Emotional Equation), this thought reduces the intensity of the emotion and allows the more reasoning part of our brain—the prefrontal cortex—to take over from the reactive part of the brain.

Considerable research shows that emotions are contagious, especially in the context of the Petri dish of a family or an organization. Approximately 50 to 70 percent of the temperament of a work group is influenced by the emotional state of its leader, so a business leader can almost think of herself as the “emotional thermostat” of her work group. This is just as true in your family or any other closely knit group of people who regularly congregate.

Humanity’s common currency, emotions, is how we connect, even when we have little else in common. Whether you speak Farsi or Icelandic, are male or female, are eight or eighty, emotions are universal to your experience of life. When talking to someone about how you feel, you probably refer to parts of your body to describe your emotional state; for instance, you say, “I have a broken heart,” “I have a lump in my throat,” or “I have a bad gut feeling about this.” As my grandmother once told me, “No matter where you are in the world, you can always connect with someone by just being honest about your emotions, whether you’re feeling sad, glad, mad, or bad.”

Emotional fluency is the ability to sense, translate, and effectively apply the power of emotions in a healthy and productive manner. Yet most of us have more training in how to use our car or computer than we do in how to use our emotions in work and life. Welcome to driver’s ed for your emotions. Fasten your seat belts, please.


WHERE EMOTIONS COME FROM

Not long ago, my friend Tony Hsieh, Zappos’ CEO, wrote a terrific book, Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose. There are days I wish I could visit a website to order up some happiness and joy as well as shoes—or at least to get a little more internal sunshine. Emotional Equations offer a way to work with your emotions so that you can identify, change, and influence them much faster than even mail order can fulfill your order.

Our emotions even preceded our ability to put them into words. The emotional center of the human brain, the medulla oblongata, formed before the thinking part of the brain, the neocortex. Scientists from Charles Darwin and Paul Ekman to Frans de Waal and Jane Goodall have found common emotions in all animals, including human beings. And the pioneering work of scientists such as Antonio Damasio, Candace Pert, Joseph LeDoux, and others has shown that our thinking and feelings are part of a complex mind-body ecosystem. Whether it’s the visceral “fight-or-flight” response that is built into our survival instincts or the love we have for a mate, emotions provide a means of protecting and propelling life.

In the nineteenth century, William James may have been the first psychologist ever to create an Emotional Equation when he suggested that self-esteem equals success divided by pretensions
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Of course, the solution would depend quite a bit on how we define success and pretensions. The way James saw it, if our perception of our actualities—what we have accomplished (success)—exceeds our potentialities—what we thought we should accomplish (pretensions)—we’ll likely feel pretty good about ourselves.

Back in 1884, James wrote a landmark paper entitled simply “What Is an Emotion?” which stirred up a debate that still simmers. Ever since, psychologists have been arguing the “chicken-or-egg” question of whether emotions precede physical effects or vice versa. Does a stimulus cause you to get angry, your nostrils to flare, and your body to clench, or does the inner physiological reaction lead to the emotional reaction, which is what James argued? Experts acknowledge that because emotional responses are rather unconscious for most of us, we are at risk of having our emotions control us. One of the simple truths about life is that the more we ignore our emotions, the more likely they are to wield a powerful influence over us.

What does all this mean for you? The Latin root of the word “emotion” means “to move.” Or Emotion = Energy + Motion. Emotions are vehicles for transforming or moving your life. They’re not steady or stagnant states. The weather is an apt metaphor for this: sunshine or rainstorm, neither is stationary. They come and they go. Every weather condition is a function of a variety of ingredients such as barometric pressure, humidity, temperature, and elevation that help cook up the specific weather you’re experiencing at any moment. That’s also true of emotions. Disappointment might be a combination of surprise and sadness. Joy can be bittersweet.

When an emotion is stagnating and not moving through us, we find ourselves in a state such as depression, which is often defined as a condition of unexpressed anger. Bottling up an emotion can lead to an explosion. So learning how to let your emotional weather pass through you is the healthiest thing you can do for yourself—and others.

Think about it: Do you use the external weather as a means of distracting yourself from your internal weather? Becoming a savvy internal weatherman helped me understand what was brewing inside me during my roller-coaster years. It was also comforting to know that the frightening thunderstorm of emotions I might feel in one moment could be followed by sunshine in the next.

HOW MANY EMOTIONS ARE THERE?

This question could launch a great parlor game. Philosophers and psychologists from Aristotle to Alfred Adler have been positing answers for thousands of years. Most academics agree that there are some basic human emotions, although the number varies in range from four to ten. The most widely agreed on emotions are fear, anger, sadness, disgust, surprise, and joy. Nonetheless, I’m among the many who believe that love is the most universal emotion.

I’ve seen tallies of the total number of emotions stretching from 558 to more than 800. What’s fascinating is that in almost every study, nearly two-thirds of the words have a negative connotation. So for every gleeful, there is a gloomy and a greedy.

Because there are so many identifiable emotions, it can be challenging to read your own. You really can have “mixed emotions” when you feel some internal conflict. But over the past few decades, psychologists have identified the main combinations of basic emotions and how they can lead to other advanced or secondary emotions.

The psychologist Robert Plutchik created a compelling theory of how our emotions work. Patterning an emotional wheel after the primary color wheel, he created a circle of emotions. The eight primary emotions include joy, anticipation, anger, disgust, sadness, surprise, fear, and acceptance. Around those eight basic emotions are many other variations.


PLUTCHIK’S WHEEL OF EMOTIONS
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Fear and sadness are primary emotions, just as green and blue are primary colors. And joy and sadness are opposite emotions, just as yellow and purple are opposite colors. Next to and between all the primary emotions are other shades.

When adults are asked to look at photographs of faces showing different emotions, they are pretty universal in their ability to identify correctly what expression goes with which primary emotion. This is also true when most people are asked to distinguish between primary colors. But God help the color blind of the world (including me, although I call myself “color dumb”) when we’re asked to distinguish among various hues or a spectrum of colors. In fact, it isn’t just the color blind who have a difficult time distinguishing among hues; many people who have not worked with colors cannot see much difference between periwinkle and lavender. The same difficulty can occur when we’re face-to-face with someone who’s showing mixed emotions (unless it’s a child, since children are more inclined to exhibit clear emotions, whether sadness, surprise, anger, or joy). When you have trouble deciphering what message you’re supposed to be picking up from someone, it can make you feel a little “emotion blind” or “emotion dumb,” but Emotional Equations can give you a sort of corrective lens with which you can begin to “see” emotions in “Technicolor.”

EVENT + REACTION = OUTCOME

Many people do not distinguish between something that happens to them and their reaction to it. Yet it isn’t the event or situation that holds the emotional charge; it’s our beliefs that create our response. And when you create a response several times—you snap at your child, you get anxious when dealing with a boss or client, you get angry when someone cuts you off on the highway—you create an automatic reaction, a habitual response. In other words, you have an “ERO,” or Event + Reaction = Outcome.

This description of a knee-jerk reaction is actually an important reminder that you do have some level of control over your emotions. As Viktor Frankl wrote, “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.” You have the power to choose how you respond. You are a product of your decisions, not your conditions.

In order to break your habitual response, you want to identify what an emotion is telling you. Think of your emotions as messages that give you the freedom, rather than the obligation, to respond. Fear protects. Regret teaches. Sadness releases. Joy uplifts. Empathy unites.

Emotions don’t just happen to you, as if you are a willing victim. Emotions are like clay, and you can mold them into the work of art that is your life. You have the capacity to transcend your set of petty grievances and emotional annoyances. The fact is that the biological life span of a particular emotion is about ninety seconds. It’s the afterlife of that emotion that we mortals constantly revive and bathe in.

RE-CREATING YOUR RELATIONS WITH EMOTIONS

Letting an emotion move through you is healthy. Letting an emotion define you is not. Moving it along requires a certain amount of “witnessing,” or monitoring, of your emotions. For me, in business, that can mean “here comes that fear again” when our company—which has predictable, seasonal ups and downs—goes into the slower wintertime with tighter cash flow. In order to prevent that tight cash flow from translating into a tight chest and a taut demeanor, I need to be conscious of the first signs of an emotion, where it emerges in my body, and what shades from the “color wheel” of that emotion are accompanying it.

This is where Emotional Equations have become my ally. Over the past few years, when I was particularly overwhelmed by a pileup of emotions and feelings, I would go to a quiet place, take a few deep breaths, and then start writing down all of the physical feelings and emotional words that were flowing through me at that very moment. Then I would look at the lists and start making sense of how the various emotions and feelings fit together. Ultimately, I found that it was like solving a math equation. A little bit of this emotion plus some of that one led me to better understand the sum of emotions that filled me. Breaking them down, articulating them, and putting them into their places kept me from breaking down.

Emotional Equations became my psychological GPS, allowing me to navigate difficult or unknown terrain. They help to detect and translate, harness and channel emotions productively so they become rational and purposeful, rather than scattered and chaotic. Anger can become courage, and envy can fuel resilience.

So let’s do a brief refresher course on mathematics that can help you better analyze the key Emotional Equations in this book.

MATH: IT’S ALL ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS

An equation is just another way of expressing the relationship between two or more things—or two or more forces. Emotional Equations help illuminate relationships—the relationships between one emotion and another and how the mix of two emotions may lead to a third.

With the exception of two chapters (13 and 19), all of the Emotional Equations in this book keep things simple with pure addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division. Let’s start with the simplest math functions, addition and subtraction, then go on to multiplication and division.

ADDITION AND SUBTRACTION

When you add one thing to another, it gets bigger (and possibly more complex), and when you do the opposite, a positive number is reduced so that it’s closer to zero. Now let’s apply this to emotions. We talked about Robert Plutchik and his wheel of emotions earlier in the chapter. He suggests that if you add the primary emotions of anticipation and joy, you will get a secondary emotion of optimism. What happens if you take optimism and subtract the joy? According to basic math, that would give you anticipation.
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That sounds roughly right to me.

Try this one as an exercise. Let’s assume that
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What happens when you take regret and subtract responsibility? You are left with just disappointment, which is a basic, primary emotion. So Regret − Responsibility = Disappointment. (Warning: not all of our equations can be mixed and matched like this. For example, my favorite one, Despair = Suffering − Meaning, does not translate into Despair + Meaning = Suffering. So it’s best to take the equations as they’re presented.)

MULTIPLICATION

Choosing multiplication as a means of relating numbers, compared with addition, means that you’re going to end up with a more combustible effect. It suggests that there’s a more potent relationship between the two elements.

The Emotional Equation featured in chapter 7 is Anxiety = Uncertainty × Powerlessness. Why do I multiply these two emotional states (or traits), as opposed to adding them together? I believe that the product of what you don’t know (uncertainty) and what you can’t control (powerlessness) creates the emotional condition of anxiety, which is greater than the sum of its parts. Research has shown—and your own personal experience may bear this out—that the scariest things in life aren’t just the mysteries you face. It’s even scarier when those uncertainties are matched by an ample amount of fear that you aren’t well prepared for or powerful enough to address. In this case, trying to bring either your sense of uncertainty or your powerlessness closer to zero will have a big impact on the amount of anxiety you feel.

DIVISION

My mathematician friends tell me that this type of equation is the most prevalent relationship in science, physics, and algebra. This is because changing the elements in a division equation creates more dynamic consequences than does addition or subtraction.

To work with division equations, we need to introduce two additional math words: numerator and denominator. The equation 12 equals 24 divided by 2, or 12 = 24 ÷ 2, places 24 in the numerator (on top) and 2 in the denominator (on the bottom). Grow the denominator just a little—for example, go from 2 to 4—and you see a big change in the total. In this case, adding 2 to the bottom cuts the total in half, from 12 to 6: 6 = 24 ÷ 4. So the denominator can have a profound impact on the equation.

As an example, one of my favorite equations is the one that I presented at the TED Conference in 2010:
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That may seem like a brain tease, but think of it this way: “Wanting What You Have” is like practicing gratitude. It means appreciating the good fortune in your life. “Having What You Want,” to me, means that you are pursuing something that will give you gratification, potentially to the neglect of what you already have. In other words,
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The contest between gratitude and gratification is truly being played out in the modern world. Although we have many ways to build gratitude into our lives, as long as our need for gratification drives our wants, our happiness will be fleeting; we’ll always be just one more object or experience away from obtaining it.

Understanding this equation helped me to see that most of us are on a treadmill in our “pursuit of happiness.” This equation has helped many people I know identify the difference between practicing happiness and pursuing it. When my happiness feels elusive, I tend to ask myself, “What am I not being grateful for, and what am I pursuing that’s distracting me from that gratitude?” In the chapters on division, you will see that I suggest that we “solve for” either the numerator (the top) or the denominator (the bottom). What I mean by “solve for” is to give extra attention to that part of the equation, because it can have a profound impact on your emotional state.

Now, as you get ready to dive into the equations, have no fear. Emotional Equations simply use math as a new lens to explore the mystery of the emotions inside you. So enjoy the adventure, and try not to let the math distract you from the bigger message in each chapter. In this case, math can be your friend!
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We should not feel embarrassed by our difficulties, only by our failure to grow anything beautiful from them.
—Alain de Botton
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In the early 1940s, Viktor Frankl was a young psychologist in Vienna with a bright future. A newlywed, he was close to his extended family, and his new method of therapy was gaining respect in the European psychological community. Frankl believed that the primary human motivational force is our will to experience meaning. In this way, he differed from Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler, whose theories were based on the will to pleasure and the will to power. Frankl often quoted Friedrich Nietzsche, who wrote, “He who has a why can bear with almost any how.” Little did Frankl know that the imminent war would deeply test his character and his will to experience meaning. His profound postwar memoir, Man’s Search for Meaning, chronicled his experience of living in the knowledge of this Emotional Equation.

On September 24, 1942, Frankl, his wife, and his parents were separated and shipped off to a series of concentration camps. Over the next three years, he experienced the living hell of being stripped of everything he loved and imprisoned by the Nazis. Tragically, everyone in his extended family perished.

What sustained Frankl, as well as many prisoners around him who were able to hear his day-to-day thoughts, was the idea that no matter how horrible the circumstances, with the right emotional tools he could find a sense of meaning. He saw that often, those who died weren’t necessarily the ones who were the sickest or the weakest when they arrived in camp—they were the ones who focused on the suffering. The men who sought meaning, wisdom, or learning, even in such a horrific environment, were more able to, literally, stay alive.

In his book, Frankl noted that “The prisoner who had lost faith in the future was doomed.” He tells the story of a friend who dreamed that the camp would be liberated on March 30, 1944, as his way of coping with the suffering. But as that day approached and there were no signs of a liberating army nearby, the man grew more and more despondent. On March 30, he gave up hope, and he died the next day, his will to live broken. Camp conditions were certainly a factor in shaping the prisoners’ reactions, but their personal state of mental and physical health, and how they responded internally to what they were facing externally, determined whether they would perish or survive.

Frankl considered a person as a “being whose main concern consists in fulfilling a meaning, rather than in the mere gratification and satisfaction of drives and instincts.” So for prisoners, finding meaning might translate into how they used this wretched experience as a life-changing catalyst when they emerged from the camps or imagined that there was some divine purpose in why they had been incarcerated. After his release from the camps, Frankl spent the rest of his life helping people understand that the search for meaning dispels despair, even when suffering is ever present.

As a practicing psychologist, Frankl often saw patients who were trapped in some form of mental prison, whether a bad marriage, a physical affliction, or an unfortunate career path. He coined the term “unemployment neurosis” to define someone who was jobless and who equated this idleness with uselessness. Since people who feel useless are also likely to feel they are living a meaningless life, Frankl counseled such patients to volunteer their time to a cause or organization that was personally meaningful to them. Not only did this exercise create some valuable discipline for the patients, it tapped into their will to experience meaning and led to finding gainful employment much faster.

Although most of us will never experience life inside a real prison, we can surely relate to a sense of suffering, whether that be facing painful outside circumstances or dealing with the inner struggles that go on between our ears. Have you constructed your own prison? If so, I invite you to think of this chapter as your “Get out of jail free” card.

SUFFERING = PAIN × RESISTANCE

The equation above harkens back to the sixteenth-century Spanish Catholic saint and mystic Teresa of Ávila and even further back to the Buddha. Pain and suffering can be synonymous, but it’s really the resistance to them that amplifies this relationship (or, as the Buddha said, it’s our attachment to what was or what we think should be that creates suffering). Resistance is a voluntary action that can either accelerate or eliminate suffering. It’s your choice. Based on the math, suffering might be considered voluntary, too, because if you take the resistance down to zero, it takes the suffering in that same direction.

The author Dan Millman suggests that pain is relatively objective and physical, but “suffering is our psychological resistance to what happens. Events may create physical pain, but they do not in themselves create suffering. Resistance creates suffering. Stress happens when your mind resists what is.”

This may seem blasphemous to anyone who is dealing with a tragedy right now. But as we learned in chapter 2, our circumstances aren’t the primary causes of unhappiness; our reactions to situations are. Do we resist, or do we accept? This is one of the most fundamental questions in life, and it’s not easily answered. How do you react to difficulties or circumstances out of your control? As someone who has spent most of my life trying to beat the odds with my accomplishments, I have found acceptance—or even that more docile word “surrender”—to be really tricky.

There are times when resisting—even amid the pain—is the right answer. This was my experience during more than five painful years when I was working diligently to help a family member defend himself against a wrongful criminal charge and conviction. He ended up being sentenced to time in San Quentin State Prison—which tested both of us in our abilities to find meaning in the situation—but ultimately our resistance led to justice being done when a federal judge released him.

The key is not to focus on your suffering. The Buddha taught that there are four Noble Truths; the first one is that suffering exists everywhere. Not just in concentration camps. Not just in prisons. Not just in historic recessions. Suffering is the constant in our life. It can also have a noble purpose once you stop focusing on it as a constant and instead start giving attention not just to relieving the pain but also to looking for the meaning that can come out of the experience. Once you modify your expectations and realize that suffering is ever present, just like oxygen and electricity, you can count on it; but if you don’t fixate on it, you can shift your focus to what else life has to offer.
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