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Introduction:
An Emotional World

We all have a lot of emotions during our lives. Personally, I have even had a lot of emotions about emotions. For most of my adult life, I have spent a lot of time thinking about emotions – not just as part of my clinical work as a psychologist, but also through my research, lectures and treatment programmes. Here are just a few examples of the emotions about emotions I have felt in my life – perhaps some will resonate with you.

[image: Illustration]

Empathy: Often people see a psychologist when their emotions are getting in the way of life: making them feel bad; stopping them from doing things; or impacting on their health, wellbeing and ability to connect to people. Much of my career has been spent listening to and thinking about emotions – especially the difficult ones that we don’t want to speak about – and exploring the stories behind them. The only way to help someone make sense of these emotions is to understand the story that led that person to where they are now. While I listen, my brain creates emotions in me, too. I may feel shock at the stories of trauma, sad at the tales of disappointment and distressed, at times, by experiences beyond my comprehension. Equally, I might feel elated as a small breakthrough comes, when people find themselves climbing out of black holes, experiencing happiness, or connecting to something or someone that makes them feel worthwhile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


The emotional rollercoaster

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

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

• How you can respond to your emotions.

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

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

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

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

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