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Introduction 

 

Introduction: Why Are Emotions So Hard? 
It all started with a headache.1 

Elliot was a successful man, an executive at a successful company, he 
was well-liked by his co-workers and neighbors. He could be charming 
and disarmingly funny. He was a husband and a father and a friend and 
took sweet-ass beach vacations. 

Except he had headaches. Regularly. And these weren't your typical, 
pop-an-ibuprofen kind of headaches. These were mind-crunching, 
corkscrewing headaches. Like a wrecking ball banging against the back 
of your eye sockets.  

Elliot took medicine. He took naps. He tried to destress and chill out and 
hang loose and brush it off and suck it up. Yet, the headaches continued. 
In fact, they just got worse. Soon, the headaches became so severe that 
Elliot couldn't sleep at night. 

Finally, Elliot went to a doctor. The doctor did doctor things and ran 
doctor tests and received the doctor results and told Elliot the bad 
news: he had a brain tumor, right there on the frontal lobe. Right there. 
See it? That gray blotch, in the front. And man, is it a big one.  

A surgeon cut the tumor out and Elliot went home. He went back to 
work. He went back to his family and friends. Everything seemed fine 
and normal.  

Then things went horribly wrong.  

1 The Elliot story is adapted from Descartes' error: Emotion, reason and the human brain by Antonio 
Damasio (2005) New York, NY: Penguin books, pp. 34-51. 
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Elliot's work performance suffered. Tasks that were once a breeze to 
him now seemingly required mountains of concentration and effort. 
Simple decisions, like whether to use a blue pen or a black pen, would 
consume him for hours. He would make fundamental errors and leave 
them unfixed for weeks. He became a scheduling black hole, missing 
meetings and deadlines as if they were an insult to the fabric of 
space/time itself.  

Meanwhile, his home life wasn't faring much better. He missed his son's 
Little League games. He skipped a parent-teacher conference to watch 
a James Bond marathon on TV. He forgot that his wife generally 
preferred it if he spoke to her more than once a week.  

Fights erupted in Elliot's marriage along new and unexpected fault 
lines—except, they couldn't really be considered “fights” because those 
require that two people give a shit. And while his wife breathed fire, 
Elliot had trouble following the plot.  

Eventually, his wife couldn't take it anymore. He had lost something else 
besides that tumor, she yelled. And that something was called his 
goddamn heart. She took the kids and left him. So, Elliot was divorced.  

Dejected and confused, Elliot began looking for ways to restart his 
career. He got sucked into some bad business ventures. A scam artist 
conned him out of much of his savings. A predatory woman seduced 
him, convinced him to elope, and then divorced him a year later, making 
off with half his assets. He loafed around town, settling in cheaper and 
shittier apartments until, after a few years, he was effectively homeless. 
His brother took him in and began supporting him. Friends and family 
looked on aghast while a man they had once admired, over a few short 
years, essentially threw his entire life away. No one could make sense of 
it.  
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Elliot's brother chaperoned him from one doctor to the next. Elliot's not 
himself, the brother would say. Elliot has a problem. He seems fine, but 
he's not, I promise.  

The doctors did their doctor's things and received the results, and 
unfortunately, they said, Elliot was perfectly normal—or, at least, he fit 
their definition of normal. Above-average, even. His CAT scans looked 
fine. His IQ was still high. His reasoning was solid. His memory was 
great. He could discuss, at length, the repercussions and consequences 
of his poor choices. He could converse on a wide range of subjects with 
humor and charm. His psychiatrist said he wasn't depressed. He had 
high self-esteem, and he didn't have any signs of chronic anxiety or 
stress—on the contrary, Elliot exhibited an almost zen-like calmness in 
the eye of a hurricane of his own negligence.  

But Elliot's brother couldn't accept it. Something was wrong. Something 
was missing in him. He just couldn't tell what.  

Finally, in desperation, Elliot was referred to a famous neuroscientist 
named Antonio Damasio.  

Damasio did something to Elliot no other doctor had thought to do: he 
talked to him for hours. He wanted to know everything: every mistake, 
every error, every regret. How did he lose his job, his family, his house, 
his savings?  

Elliot could explain, at length, what decisions he had made. But what he 
could never explain was the why of those decisions. He could recount 
facts and sequences of events with perfect fluidity and even a certain 
dramatic flair, but when asked to analyze his own 
decision-making—why did he decide buying a new stapler was more 
important than meeting with an investor, why did he decide James Bond 
was more interesting than his kids—Elliot was at a loss. He had no 
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answers. And not only that, he wasn't even upset about having no 
answers—he just didn't care.  

That's when Damasio had an incredible realization: the onslaught of 
psychological tests was designed to measure Elliot's ability to think, but 
none of the tests were designed to measure Elliot's ability to feel. Every 
doctor had been so concerned about Elliot's reasoning abilities, no one 
had stopped to consider that it was his capacity for emotion that had 
been damaged. And even if they had realized, there was no 
standardized way of measuring that damage.  

One day, one of Damasio's colleagues printed a bunch of grotesque and 
disturbing pictures of burn victims, gruesome murder scenes, war-torn 
cities, starving children, and showed Elliot the photos, one by one.  

Elliot was completely indifferent. He felt nothing. And the fact that he 
didn't care was so shocking that even Elliot himself had to comment on 
how messed up this all was.  

And this, Damasio discovered, was the problem: while Elliot's knowledge 
and reasoning were left intact, the tumor had debilitated his ability to 
empathize and feel. His inner world no longer possessed lightness and 
darkness, but was instead, an endless gray malaise. His daughter's 
piano recital didn't inspire the vibrancy of joyful fatherly pride, but was 
more similar to that of buying a new pair of socks. Losing a million 
dollars felt exactly the same to him as pumping gas. It was an 
intellectual curiosity. A pointless novelty. Elliot was a walking, talking 
indifference machine.  

But this raised a huge question: if Elliot's cognitive abilities—his 
intelligence, his memory, his attention—were all in perfect shape, why 
couldn't he make effective decisions anymore?  
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You Have Two Brains… And They're Really Bad at 
Talking to Each Other 

Your mind is like a car. Let's call it the “Consciousness Car.”2 Your 
Consciousness Car is driving along the road of life and there are 
intersections, on-ramps and off-ramps. You can select different routes 
and can potentially arrive at an infinite number of destinations. These  
roads and intersections represent the decisions you must make as you 
drive and they will ultimately determine your destination.  

Now, there are two travelers in your Consciousness Car: a Thinking Brain 
and a Feeling Brain.  

The Thinking Brain represents your conscious thoughts, your ability to 
make calculations, your ability to reason through various options and 
express your ideas through language. Your Feeling Brain represents 
your emotions, impulses, intuitions, and instincts. While your Thinking 
Brain is calculating payment schedules on your credit card statement, 
your Feeling Brain wants to sell everything and run away to Tahiti.  

Your two brains each have their strengths and weaknesses. The 
Thinking Brain is conscientious, accurate and impartial. It is methodical 
and rational, but it is also slow. It requires a lot of effort and energy and, 
like a muscle, must be built up over time and can become fatigued if 
over-exerted. The Feeling Brain, on the other hand, arrives at its 
conclusions quickly and effortlessly. The problem is that the Feeling 
Brain is often inaccurate and irrational. The Feeling Brain is also a bit of 
a drama queen and has a bad habit of over-reacting.  

When people think of themselves and their own decision-making, we 
generally assume that the Thinking Brain is driving our Consciousness 
Car and the Feeling Brain is sitting in the passenger seat shouting out 

2 This metaphor is pulled from my book Everything is f*cked: A book about hope. (2019).  
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where it wants to go. We're trying to drive along, accomplishing our 
goals and figuring out how to get home, when that damn Feeling Brain 
will see something shiny or sexy or fun-looking and yank the steering 
wheel in a direction we don't want to go, thus causing us to careen into 
oncoming traffic. 

But here's the truth: The Feeling Brain is driving our Consciousness Car. 
Damasio discovered this with Elliot. The Feeling Brain is driving our 
consciousness car because, ultimately, we are only moved to action by 
emotion. That's because action is emotion. Emotion is like the biological 
hydraulic system that pushes your body into movement. Fear is not this 
magical thing that your brain invents—it's the tightening of your 
stomach, the release of adrenaline, the tensing of the muscles, the 
overwhelming desire for space and emptiness around it. While the 
Thinking Brain exists solely within the synaptic arrangements inside 
one's skull, the Feeling Brain is the wisdom and stupidity of the entire 
body. Anger pushes your body to move. Anxiety pulls it into retreat. Joy 
lights up the facial muscles while sadness attempts to shade your 
existence out of view. Emotion inspires action, and action inspires 
emotion. They are inseparable. 

Meanwhile, while all this is going on, the Thinking Brain is actually 
sitting in the passenger seat, imagining itself to be totally in control of 
the situation. If the Feeling Brain is our driver, then the Thinking Brain is 
the navigator. It has stacks of maps to reality that it has drawn and 
accumulated throughout the life journey. It knows how to double-back 
and find alternate routes to the same destination. It knows where the 
bad turns are and where to find the shortcuts. It correctly sees itself as 
the intelligent, rational brain, and believes that this somehow privileges 
it to be in control of the car. But alas, it doesn't control the car. As Nobel 
Prize winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman once put it, the Thinking 
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Brain is “the supporting character who imagines herself to be the 
hero."3 

This guide is all about training your Thinking Brain to better navigate 
and manage your Feeling Brain. To accept that it is not in control of your 
Consciousness Car. But instead of resisting and fighting that fact, it is 
teaching you how to embrace the fact of working with your emotions 
instead of against them.  

​

 

In this guide, we will be going through the most fundamental topics in 
regard to managing and mastering your emotional life:  

3 Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, fast and slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. p. 31. 
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●​ We will understand, on a deep level, what emotions are, where they 

come from, and why they exist.  
●​ We will learn about the interplay between our emotions and our 

social and cultural environment.  
●​ We will get into how trauma affects our ability to regulate our 

emotions and what we can do to recover.  
●​ We will cover every major school of thought on emotional 

regulation, as well as an overview of all of the therapies that have 
been developed to improve emotional regulation, pulling tools and 
practices from all of the best ones to put into our “emotional 
toolkit”.  

●​ We will go deep into relationships and how they co-regulate our 
emotions with us, and how unhealthy relationships can exacerbate 
our emotional problems, rather than heal them.  

●​ We will talk about how to build “emotional intelligence,” and 
whether emotional intelligence is even a thing.  

●​ And finally, we will give you the most effective, useful practices to 
help manage your emotions in your everyday life, earning you more 
freedom, self-control and confidence as you go.  
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Definitions  

What Are Emotions? 

So, what are emotions anyway? 

Seems like a simple question, yet there's no single definition of 
emotions that scientists and philosophers agree on.  

But for our purposes, we'll define emotions as complex psychological 
states that involve a combination of subjective experiences, 
physiological responses, and behavioral responses.4 They serve as 
rapid responses to significant internal or external events, guiding 
behavior, decision-making, and social interactions. 

Technically speaking, emotions are coordinated responses across four 
domains: subjective feelings, physical sensations, cognitive 
interpretations, and outward behaviors.5  

It's a whole-system activation—your thoughts, body, face, and voice all 
sync up like a chaotic symphony. You don't just feel sad, your shoulders 
slump, your thoughts spiral, your voice changes—and if you're like the 
rest of us, you also end up binging reality TV at 2 a.m. 

Before we go any further though, we need to distinguish emotions from 
feelings, moods, and affect. They're related but not the same.6 

●​ Feelings are the internal, subjective experiences of emotions—the 
personal awareness of how emotions manifest within your body 
and mind. Feelings reflect your conscious perception of emotional 
reactions, creating the private quality of emotional life unique to 
each individual. For example, when you feel happiness, you might 

6 Beedie, C. J., Terry, P. C., & Lane, A. M. (2005). Distinctions between emotion and mood. Cognition & 
Emotion, 19(6), 847–878. 

5 Lcwd. (2023). Emotions: What's the big deal?. KV Psychology & Wellness Clinic. 

4 Adolphs, R., Mlodinow, L., & Barrett, L. F. (2019). What is an emotion?. Current biology : CB, 29(20), 
R1060–R1064.  
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experience a sensation of warmth spreading throughout your body. 
Anxiety might manifest as tightness in your chest, while 
excitement can produce butterflies in your stomach. These bodily 
sensations and perceptions represent your conscious experience of 
the underlying emotional process.​
 

●​ Mood represents a prolonged emotional state, characterized by 
lower intensity and longer duration compared to emotions, typically 
extending hours, days, or even weeks. Moods often lack specific 
triggers, emerging gradually from a combination of experiences, 
physiological states, or environmental influences. For instance, you 
might wake up feeling irritable for no clear reason, experience a 
sustained cheerful mood throughout a pleasant weekend, or 
endure persistent melancholy during difficult life circumstances. 
Unlike emotions, moods subtly shape your perceptions, thoughts, 
and interactions over extended periods, coloring your day-to-day 
experiences without necessarily prompting immediate behavioral 
responses.​
 

●​ Affect refers broadly to the general sense of emotional valence 
(positive or negative) and arousal (activated or relaxed), serving as 
a foundational component of emotional experiences. Unlike 
emotions, affect isn't typically tied to specific events or detailed 
cognitive appraisal but rather reflects your overall emotional tone 
at a given moment. For example, after a good workout, you might 
experience a general positive affect, characterized by feeling 
upbeat, energized, and optimistic. Conversely, when you're tired or 
stressed, negative affect might manifest as irritability, 
restlessness, or mild discomfort, without being clearly linked to any 
single cause. 

So you might be in a bad mood for a day, feeling sad at lunch, with an 
affect of irritation at the cashier fumbling your change.  
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While everyone has emotions, how we feel them, show them, and deal 
with them is incredibly personal. Your emotional reaction to a breakup 
might be tears and ice cream; someone else's might be rage and 
power-lifting. Much of this guide is about how these personal 
differences in processing emotions emerge, and how we can improve 
upon them and change them. These differences come from your life 
experiences, cultural norms, and what you've learned to expect or 
suppress.7,8 

So emotions aren't just random explosions of feeling. They're 
meaningful signals—sometimes helpful, sometimes not—that shape 
how we make sense of the world and relate to everyone in it. 

 

Adapted from “The Feel Wheel,” by G. Roberts, March 2015  

Are Emotions Universal? 

So are emotions something we're born with, or something we build? 

8 Damasio, A. R. (2018). The strange order of things: Life, feeling, and the making of cultures. Pantheon. 
7 Barrett, L. F. (2017). How emotions are made: The secret life of the brain. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
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This is one of psychology's long-running cage matches. And like most 
cage matches, it turns out that the fight isn't as simple as it looks. 

Camp #1: Emotions Are Pre-Installed Apps 

The old-school view says we're all born with a few basic emotions—fear, 
anger, sadness, joy, disgust, surprise—hardwired into the brain like 
default software.9 You don't learn to panic when a snake hisses. You just 
panic. Instinct takes over. 

This camp argues that these emotions are built into our nervous 
systems for survival. There's even research showing that people in 
completely different cultures can recognize the same facial 
expressions—and that blind people smile when they're happy, even if 
they've never seen a face before.10 

Bottom line: emotions are fast, automatic, and deeply biological. You're 
not choosing them—they have already chosen you. 

Camp #2: Emotions Are Mental Recipes 

Then there's the newer theory, which flips the script: emotions aren't 
born, they're constructed.11 According to this model, your brain is 
constantly guessing what you're feeling based on body signals, context, 
memories, and culture. 

Feel your heart race? Depending on what's happening, your brain might 
label it fear, excitement, guilt—or nothing at all. It's all about 
interpretation.  

Emotions, in this view, aren't baked-in reactions—they're your brain's 
best guess. It's a prediction about what you should do in a situation with 
your given past experiences and cultural background. 

11 Barrett, L. F. (2017). How emotions are made: The secret life of the brain. Pan Macmillan. 

10 Matsumoto, D., & Willingham, B. (2009). Spontaneous facial expressions of emotion of congenitally 
and noncongenitally blind individuals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96(1), 1–10.  

9 Ekman, P. (1992). Are there basic emotions?. 
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That's why two people can react completely differently to the same 
event. It's not just biology—it's biography. 

So Who's Right? 

Well, kind of both. 

Yes, emotions have a biological foundation. But how you experience and 
express those emotions is shaped by everything you've lived through. 
It's software running on hardware—with a lot of confusing pop-ups 
along the way. 

The takeaway: emotions aren't facts—they're your life's feedback. 
They're not lies, but they're not always reliable either. They're signals 
your brain is sending based on past patterns and present guesses. 

And that's good news. Because it means you can train your brain to 
make better guesses. You can change how you relate to your 
emotions—not by suppressing them, but by understanding where they 
come from and what they're trying to do. 
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The Emotional Brain 
How does the brain turn a racing heart or a fleeting thought into a 
full-blown feeling? Scientists have developed several theories to 
explain this, and they all point to a fascinating interplay of brain regions, 
networks, and chemical messengers called neurotransmitters. 

The Brain's Emotional Orchestra 

Think of your brain as an orchestra, with different regions playing 
specific roles to create the symphony of emotions. Here are some of the 
key players: 

●​ Amygdala—The Smoke Alarm: This small almond-shaped 
structure is kind of like the brain's smoke alarm system.12 It's always 
scanning for anything unusual, not just danger. Sure, it's famous 
for triggering fear when something's threatening, but it also lights 
up when something exciting, strange, or emotionally intense 
happens. Hear a crash in the night? The amygdala sounds the 
alarm, kickstarting a full-body readiness. It was once thought it 
was primarily active in fear and threat detection, but more recent 
research suggests the amygdala is much more flexible, activating 
in response to any novel stimuli, good or bad. If you hear a loud 
noise at night, your amygdala lights up, preparing you to react. It's 
a key player in quick, instinctive emotions.​
 

●​ Insula—The Inner Interpreter: Ever feel “butterflies” in your 
stomach? The insula helps you notice those bodily sensations and 
turn them into emotions.13 It's like a bridge between your body and 
your feelings, working to translate those raw signals into feelings. 

13 Critchley, H. D., & Garfinkel, S. N. (2017). Interoception and emotion. Current opinion in psychology, 
17, 7–14. 

12 Barrett, L. F., & Satpute, A. B. (2013). Large-scale brain networks in affective and social 
neuroscience: towards an integrative functional architecture of the brain. Current opinion in 
neurobiology, 23(3), 361–372.  
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For instance, a pounding heart might become fear or excitement, 
depending on what the insula picks up.​
 

●​ Prefrontal Cortex—The Rational Narrator: This is the brain's 
thinker, located right behind your forehead. It helps you make 
sense of emotions by putting them in context. Say you're nervous 
before a speech—the prefrontal cortex decides whether it's “just 
nerves” or something more serious. It's slower than the amygdala, 
but smarter. It doesn't just react; it reasons and rewrites your 
emotional first draft into a fuller story.​
 

●​ Anterior Cingulate Cortex (ACC)—The Emotional Traffic Cop: The 
ACC is like a traffic director, linking emotions with attention and 
decision-making. It helps you focus on what matters—like when 
you're sad and can't stop thinking about a loss. It works with the 
prefrontal cortex to redirect your mental spotlight, keeping 
emotional reactions aligned with your goals. Without it, emotions 
can hijack your attention; with it, you steer more intentionally. It 
works closely with the prefrontal cortex to fine-tune emotional 
responses.​
 

●​ Hippocampus—The Memory Historian: This memory hub adds 
context to your emotions, pulling up past experiences to shape how 
you feel now. For example, if a song reminds you of a happy 
moment, it's the hippocampus retrieving that old memory to spark 
that warm feeling. It's crucial for theories like constructed emotion, 
which suggest emotions are built from memories and context.14​
 

●​ Hypothalamus and Periaqueductal Gray—The Instinct Engine: 
These deeper brain structures handle raw, instinctual emotions. 
The hypothalamus regulates bodily responses like sweating or 

14 Barrett, L. F. (2017). The theory of constructed emotion: an active inference account of 
interoception and categorization. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 12(1), 1-23.  
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heart rate, while the periaqueductal gray drives behaviors like 
freezing in fear. They're ancient, fast, and not up for debate. 

Brain Networks: The Bigger Picture 

Each of the brain regions above does not act in isolation. The old idea 
that there are isolated “emotion centers” in your brain is outdated. 

Instead, these brain regions actually work as parts of much broader 
networks in your brain to produce emotional experiences. Two of these 
networks stand out for our purposes: 

1.​ Salience Network: Anchored by the insula and amygdala, this 
network decides what's emotionally important. It's like a spotlight, 
highlighting threats or rewards.15 For example, when you see a 
loved one, the salience network tags that moment as meaningful, 
sparking joy or warmth. Imagine walking into a crowded 
restaurant—this network instantly picks out your friend's face 
from dozens of strangers and flags it as significant.​
 

2.​ Default Mode Network: This network, including parts of the 
prefrontal cortex and hippocampus, kicks in when you're 
self-reflecting and/or daydreaming. It helps construct emotions by 
weaving together memories, thoughts, and predictions.16 It's why 
the same situation (like a crowded room) can feel exciting or 
overwhelming, depending on your mindset. While the role of this 
network in emotion is still being researched, it is crucial for how we 
interpret and give meaning to our emotional experiences. 

16 Buckner, R. L., Andrews-Hanna, J. R., & Schacter, D. L. (2008). The brain's default network: anatomy, 
function, and relevance to disease. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1124, 1–38. 

15 Seeley, W. W., Menon, V., Schatzberg, A. F., Keller, J., Glover, G. H., Kenna, H., Reiss, A. L., & Greicius, 
M. D. (2007). Dissociable intrinsic connectivity networks for salience processing and executive 
control. The Journal of neuroscience : the official journal of the Society for Neuroscience, 27(9), 
2349–2356.  
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These networks work together seamlessly, creating the rich emotional 
tapestry of human experience. Now, let's explore the chemical 
messengers that help fine-tune this entire system. 

Neurotransmitters: The Chemical Messengers 

Emotions are influenced by chemicals that carry signals between 
neurons. These are neurotransmitters, which act like the brain's 
messengers in shaping how intensely you feel and how emotions 
unfold:17 

●​ Dopamine: Often called the “motivation” chemical, dopamine drives 
wanting and seeking behavior rather than pure pleasure.18 It's 
linked to the SEEKING system in Panksepp's theory, driving you to 
chase rewards, like the thrill of a new adventure.19 Low dopamine 
can reduce motivation and dull your drive to pursue goals. A surge 
might make you feel energized and focused on achieving 
something important.​
 

●​ Serotonin: This neurotransmitter stabilizes your mood. High 
serotonin levels promote calmness and contentment, while low 
levels can lead to sadness or irritability. It's why serotonin 
imbalances are linked to depression. The prefrontal cortex relies on 
serotonin to manage emotions effectively, helping keep things 
running smoothly. 

●​ Norepinephrine: This chemical ramps up arousal, making you alert 
when you experience fear or stress. It's a key player in the 
fight-or-flight response, working with the amygdala to heighten 
emotions like anxiety or excitement.​
 

19 Wright, J. S., & Panksepp, J. (2012). An evolutionary framework to understand foraging, wanting, and 
desire: The neuropsychology of the SEEKING system. Neuropsychoanalysis, 14(1), 5–39.  

18 Berridge, K. C., & Robinson, T. E. (1998). What is the role of dopamine in reward: hedonic impact, 
reward learning, or incentive salience?. Brain research. Brain research reviews, 28(3), 309–369.  

17 Sheffler, Z. M., Reddy, V., & Pillarisetty, L. S. (2023). Physiology, neurotransmitters. StatPearls 
Publishing.  
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●​ GABA and Glutamate: These two chemicals are the brain's 

emotional regulators. GABA acts like a brake, dialing down neural 
activity to keep anxiety in check. Glutamate, on the other hand, hits 
the gas—ramping up brain signals and intensifying emotional 
responses. While they work in opposition, their relationship is more 
nuanced than a simple on-off switch. They constantly adjust and 
rebalance each other. Together, they fine-tune how strongly we 
feel emotions, ensuring you're neither too wired nor too subdued. 

Understanding how your brain creates emotions isn't just science—it's 
personal. It explains why you might feel anxious one day and energized 
the next, even in similar situations. It also shows why emotions can feel 
so intense: they're a team effort between your brain, body, and past 
experiences. Research continues to reveal new insights about how 
these systems work together, but one thing's clear: emotions are a 
dynamic, ever-changing process, not just a switch flipped on or off. 

And you've probably noticed that some people seem more predisposed 
to certain feelings than others. Well, there's a reason for that… 

Genes and Environment 

If you've ever wondered why some people handle life's curveballs like 
zen masters and others fall apart when their coffee order is 
wrong—welcome to the chaos of genetics and life experience. Your 
emotional wiring isn't just something you learned—it's also something 
you inherited. 

Some of your emotional reactivity is baked in. You don't get to choose 
your genetic hand, just like you didn't choose your height, eye color, or 
whether cilantro tastes like soap.20 Certain gene variants, especially 
ones related to how your brain processes serotonin, can make you more 

20 This is a thing. It turns out around 10% of the population has a gene that causes cilantro to taste 
like soap. Check out here:​
Eriksson, N., Wu, S., Do, C. B., Kiefer, A. K., Tung, J. Y., Mountain, J. L., Hinds, D. A., & Francke, U. 
(2012,). A genetic variant near olfactory receptor genes influences cilantro preference. arXiv. 
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sensitive to emotional ups and downs.21 In other words, some people are 
born with emotional tripwires. What sets off a mild annoyance in one 
person might feel like the apocalypse to someone else. 

But genes don't seal your fate—they simply set the baseline. The rest is 
based on how you live your life.  

Even if you're genetically wired for emotional turbulence, your 
environment determines whether those genes get dialed up or muted. 
And this goes deep, all the way down to the molecular level. Through a 
process called epigenetics, your experiences can quite literally alter how 
your genes express themselves. Trauma, neglect, or even consistent 
love and attention can change how your emotional system responds to 
stress.22 

So if you grew up in chaos, your emotional system might be set to 
DEFCON 1 even when things are calm. On the flip side, getting 
consistent care and support early in life can build resilience, making it 
easier to navigate emotional storms later on. 

We'll obviously spend most of this guide and episode talking about the 
life factors that influence our emotions. But it is important to 
understand that a certain amount of your emotional make-up is simply 
part of your natural wiring, and that isn't necessarily a good thing or bad 
thing. Every emotion has both costs and benefits, just as the intensity in 
which we experience emotion has costs and benefits. People who are 
highly emotional will be more sensitive to changes in their environment 
and more likely to respond to them.23 But they will also expend far more 
energy managing their emotional experiences. People who experience 
muted or slight emotions will be more resilient and steady in the face of 
stress. But they also might miss important cues or be oblivious to 
opportunities or even threats around them.  

23 Larsen, R. J., Diener, E., & Emmons, R. A. (1986). Affect intensity and reactions to daily life events. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51(4), 803–814.  

22 Meaney, M. J., & Szyf, M. (2005). Maternal care as a model for experience-dependent chromatin 
plasticity?. Trends in Neurosciences, 28(9), 456–462.  

21 Caspi, A., Sugden, K., Moffitt, T. E., Taylor, A., Craig, I. W., Harrington, H., McClay, J., Mill, J., Martin, 
J., Braithwaite, A., & Poulton, R. (2003). Influence of life stress on depression: Moderation by a 
polymorphism in the 5-HTT gene. Science, 301(5631), 386–389.  
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The point isn't to obsess over where your emotions came from. This is a 
tempting rabbit hole to fall into, but ultimately it doesn't help much.  

The point isn't even to change the emotions you feel. What matters 
more—and what we'll focus on—is learning how to manage your 
emotions skillfully, whatever they are and whenever they come.​
​
In psychology, this management of one's emotions is known as 
“emotional regulation,” and most of this guide will be focused on helping 
you get better at it.  

Because if emotions are a form of feedback, then emotional regulation 
is learning how to adapt and process this feedback efficiently without 
your thoughts or behavior going completely off the rails. 

I know, easier said than done.​
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Evolutionary Roots: Why Emotions Matter 
Here's one of the most important takeaways of this whole guide: You 
didn't evolve to be happy. You evolved to survive. And emotions? They 
are the original survival software. Before we had logic, language, or 
Instagram, we had fear, disgust, joy, and rage.  

And they worked. 

Emotions are ancient tools designed to keep you alive, help you 
reproduce, and not get exiled by your tribe. Fear tells you to run. Disgust 
keeps you from eating spoiled meat. Joy bonds you with others.  

As we already pointed out, researchers still debate whether these are 
innate, deeply wired instincts,24 or perhaps more flexible systems 
shaped by our environment and experiences.25 But all of them agree 
that emotions gave our ancestors a huge leg up when it came to passing 
on their genes. 

And humans don't stop at instinct. Thanks to our oversized brains and 
annoying need for meaning, our emotions aren't just animal reflexes 
anymore—they've evolved into complex social, moral, and existential 
signals. 

So while a dog might feel fear and bark, you feel fear and then spiral 
into overthinking, ruminating about how this fear says something about 
your reputation, your ego, and whether or not you're going to die alone 
in this world. 

How Life Experiences Shape Emotional Regulation 

Here's something they don't put on motivational posters: no matter how 
emotionally stable you were born, your life experiences will either 
sharpen that capacity, or shatter it. Because while your biology gives 

25 Barrett, L. F. (2017). The theory of constructed emotion: An active inference account of 
interoception and categorization. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 12(1), 1–23.  

24 Panksepp, J., & Biven, L. (2012). The archaeology of mind: Neuroevolutionary origins of human 
emotion. W. W. Norton & Company. 
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you the starting tools, it's your environment that teaches you how (or if) 
to use them. 

●​ The Impact of Trauma​
​
One of the big discoveries of modern psychology is that trauma can 
physically rewire your brain, especially if it hits early in life. Kids 
who grow up around violence, chaos, or neglect often have 
overactive stress responses that never turn off completely. Their 
systems become hypersensitive, constantly scanning for danger, 
even in safe environments.26​
The result? You feel anxious for no clear reason. You overreact to 
minor conflicts. Your emotional volume is turned up to eleven, and 
you can't find the knob to turn it down. These effects don't just 
fade with time—they follow you into adulthood and make 
emotional regulation a daily battle that feels impossible to win.​
 

●​ Poverty and Economic Stress​
​
When your brain is stuck in survival mode, managing your feelings 
is not exactly top priority.​
​
Growing up in poverty doesn't just mean fewer toys or tighter 
budgets—it can mess with how you handle your emotions. From a 
young age, chronic stress tied to poverty actually alters how your 
brain develops. It hits areas like the prefrontal cortex and 
amygdala, which are key for keeping your emotions in check.27 That 
means kids in poverty often have more intense emotional reactions, 
struggle to stay calm, and find it harder to deal with frustration. 

27 Kim, P., Evans, G. W., Angstadt, M., Ho, S. S., Sripada, C. S., Swain, J. E., Liberzon, I., & Phan, K. L. 
(2013). Effects of childhood poverty and chronic stress on emotion regulatory brain function in 
adulthood. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 110(46), 18442–18447.  

26 Teicher, M. H., & Samson, J. A. (2013). Childhood maltreatment and psychopathology: A case for 
ecophenotypic variants as clinically and neurobiologically distinct subtypes. The American Journal of 
Psychiatry, 170(10), 1114–1133. 
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Physically, their bodies are under constant pressure, which throws 
off things like cortisol levels and heart rate—key signs of 
emotional resilience.28 And because these kids often grow up in 
chaotic homes with less emotional guidance, they miss out on 
learning how to talk about and manage their feelings.​
​
This emotional turmoil spills over into school, friendships, and 
behavior—it can lead to more arguments, worse grades, and a 
higher risk of mental health struggles.29​
​
But there's hope. ​
​
Our brains stay flexible well into adulthood, which means the 
damage isn't permanent. With the right support—mindfulness, 
emotional coaching, or early education—people can rebuild these 
skills.30 And it's worth remembering that what may look like poor 
emotional control might actually be a smart way of coping with a 
tough environment; a coping strategy shaped by survival, not 
weakness. ​
 

●​ Loneliness and Social Isolation​
​
Humans are wired to long for connection. When you lack it, your 
emotional health tanks. Chronic loneliness is highly damaging, as it 
heightens emotional sensitivity, increases your risk of anxiety and 
depression, and fuels negative thinking spirals.31​
​

31 Cacioppo, J. T., & Hawkley, L. C. (2009). Perceived social isolation and cognition. Trends in Cognitive 
Sciences, 13(10), 447–454.  

30 Davidson, R. J., & McEwen, B. S. (2012). Social influences on neuroplasticity: Stress and 
interventions to promote well-being. Nature Neuroscience, 15(5), 689–695.  

29 Yoshikawa, H., Aber, J. L., & Beardslee, W. R. (2012). The effects of poverty on the mental, emotional, 
and behavioral health of children and youth: Implications for prevention. American Psychologist, 67(4), 
272–284.  

28 Evans, G. W., & Kim, P. (2007). Childhood poverty and health: Cumulative risk exposure and stress 
dysregulation. Psychological Science, 18(11), 953–957.  
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And there's a cruel twist: the lonelier you feel, the harder it 
becomes to reach out—which only reinforces the isolation. That's 
how people end up stuck in emotional feedback loops they can't 
escape.​
 

●​ Chronic Stress and Long-Term Damage​
​
Everyday stress is like a spark—it flares up, then fades. But 
chronic stress is more like a slow leak in your system, quietly 
corroding the machinery over time. When your body stays locked in 
fight-or-flight mode, it keeps pumping out cortisol, your brain's 
chemical alarm bell. At first, this helps you stay alert.32 But if it 
keeps ringing, it starts to damage the very systems it was meant to 
protect. The parts of your brain that handle memory, focus, and 
emotional regulation begin to wear down, like gears grinding 
without oil.33 Eventually, you burn out, shut down, or 
overreact—and none of those are sustainable ways to live.​
 

●​ Family Dynamics and Cultural Norms​
​
How you grew up emotionally sets the blueprint. If your family 
modeled healthy emotional expression—talked through problems, 
showed affection, made you feel safe—you're probably better at 
managing emotions as an adult. If they yelled, shamed, or 
pretended emotions didn't exist? Then, you might have some 
unlearning to do.34  

34 Eisenberg, N., Cumberland, A., & Spinrad, T. L. (1998). Parental socialization of emotion. 
Psychological Inquiry, 9(4), 241–273. 

33 Zhang, J., Liu, T., He, Y., Pan, H., Zhang, W., Yin, X., Tian, X., Li, B., Wang, X., Holmes, A., Yuan, T., & 
Pan, B. (2018). Chronic stress remodels synapses in an amygdala Circuit–Specific manner. Biological 
Psychiatry, 85(3), 189–201.  

32 Hassamal, S. (2023). Chronic stress, neuroinflammation, and depression: an overview of 
pathophysiological mechanisms and emerging anti-inflammatories. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 14.  
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Culture also shapes what you're allowed to feel. In some cultures, 
emotional restraint is seen as a sign of strength or maturity. In others, 
emotional openness is encouraged as a way to build connection and 
authenticity. These cultural norms aren't just surface-level—they get 
internalized over time, shaping how you interpret, express, and regulate 
your emotions throughout your life.35 What you feel may be universal; 
how you're taught to handle it is anything but. 

Emotion Regulation Is Not About Willpower 

Regulating your emotions isn't about willpower. It's not a character flaw. 
You're not “weak” because you can't stay calm during an argument or 
because stress sends you spiraling. Emotional regulation is a skill—and 
it's shaped by a messy combo of biology, history, and environment. 

Some people were handed the emotional equivalent of a fully-stocked 
toolbox. Others were handed a half-melted spatula and told to “figure it 
out”. 

That's why emotional self-control isn't equally accessible to everyone. If 
you're someone who's had trauma, chronic stress, isolation, or mental 
health challenges, it's not just harder—it's a completely different game. 

But there is good news. Just like any skill, emotional regulation can be 
trained and improved in anyone. It's not about suppressing how you feel 
or pretending things don't hurt. It's about learning to respond instead of 
react. To ride the wave instead of letting it drown you. 

By understanding the roots of your emotional responses—your genes, 
your upbringing, your social context—you can start rewiring your 
habits, reframing your triggers, and building better emotional reflexes. 

Yes, it takes time. Yes, it's uncomfortable. But it's possible. And the 
payoff is worth it: better mental health, better relationships, and a life 
that feels a hell of a lot more manageable. 

35 De Leersnyder, J., Boiger, M., & Mesquita, B. (2013). Cultural regulation of emotion: individual, 
relational, and structural sources. Frontiers in Psychology, 4.  
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So don't beat yourself up the next time you lose your cool. Get curious. 
Because the better you understand your emotional blueprint, the more 
power you have to redesign it. 
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How Culture Defines Our Emotions 
We like to think our emotions are pure, raw and real. That they bubble 
up from some authentic inner core inside of us in a way that is uniquely 
our own.  

But the truth is, your feelings aren't just yours. In many ways they are 
learned and imitated from the environment around you. Many of your 
deepest emotional reactions are actually cultural artifacts, passed down 
through generations like a family heirloom.  

Why You Can't Cry (or Laugh, or Rage) Wherever You 
Want 

Emotions are, to a certain extent, a social performance. And depending 
on where you live, some emotions are welcome onstage, others get 
dragged off-stage with a cane and told to get lost. 

This is the work of what psychologists call display rules.36 These are the 
invisible scripts handed to you by your culture that tell you how you're 
supposed to act when you feel something deeply. And like most cultural 
scripts, you didn't write them. You just learn to follow them from a young 
age. 

Think of display rules as a kind of emotional dress code.37 Just like you 
wouldn't show up to a funeral in a swimsuit (hopefully), some cultures 
expect you to “dress” your feelings in ways that are socially acceptable. 

Feel anger? Smile instead. Feel joy? Keep it subtle. Feel grief? Save it 
for behind closed doors. These unwritten rules dictate which emotions 
are appropriate in public and how strongly you're allowed to show 
them.38 

38 Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (2014). Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion, and 
motivation. In College student development and academic life (pp. 264–293). 

37 Matsumoto, D., & Juang, L. (2016). Culture and psychology (6th ed.). Cengage Learning. 

36 Ekman, P., & Friesen, W. V. (1969). The repertoire of nonverbal behavior: Categories, origins, usage, 
and coding. Semiotica, 1(1), 49–98.  
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We're not talking about faking feelings (although that happens too). This 
is about managing your emotional expression—what psychologists call 
emotion modulation strategies, like:39 

●​ Intensification: amping it up (e.g., acting more excited than you 
really are). 

●​ De-intensification: toning it down (e.g., hiding disappointment 
when your friend gets promoted). 

●​ Neutralization: shutting it off completely (e.g., showing no reaction 
at bad news). 

●​ Masking: replacing one emotion with another (e.g., laughing when 
you're actually furious40 

And you probably learned all of this before you could tie your shoes. 
Through subtle cues—facial expressions from parents, tone corrections 
from teachers, what got praised versus what got punished—you learned 
that emotions aren't just felt. They're regulated, sculpted, and 
performed. 

Consider this classic study by psychologist David Matsumoto.41 
Researchers showed American and Japanese participants a series of 
emotionally intense videos—first while they were alone, and then again 
while a researcher watched them. 

●​ Americans expressed emotion fairly openly in both settings. 
●​ Japanese participants showed emotion when alone—but when 

someone else was present, they toned it down or completely 
neutralized their expressions. 

This wasn't because Japanese people felt less. It's because their cultural 
display rules dictated that showing strong emotions—especially 
negative ones—might disrupt social harmony. So they adapted. 

41 Matsumoto, D. (1990). Cultural similarities and differences in display rules. Motivation and Emotion, 
14(3), 195–214.  

40 Marschall, A. (2024). Suppressing emotions or behaviors? You might be “masking”. Verywell Mind.  

39 Hayes, J. G., & Metts, S. (2008). Managing the expression of emotion. Western Journal of 
Communication, 72(4), 374–396.  
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Display rules aren't arbitrary. They exist to manage the chaos of social 
life. They help prevent your emotions from derailing group dynamics, 
hurting reputations, or violating status hierarchies. 

That's why someone sobbing in public in Tokyo might cause a crowd to 
awkwardly pretend they don't notice, while the same scene in New York 
might prompt concern, or even a viral TikTok. 

It's not that people in one culture feel more or less—it's that they've 
been trained to perform emotion differently. And if you violate those 
rules? You don't just stand out. You can seem unstable, rude, or 
emotionally immature. 

You've been speaking your culture's emotional language for so long, you 
probably forgot it's a language at all. 

But that's exactly what it is: a system of signs and expectations you've 
internalized without realizing. You know when to smile, when to look 
away, when to apologize, when to explode. And just like with any 
language, if you travel abroad—or even interact across cultural 
lines—you might find yourself misunderstood. 

So here's the big question to ask yourself: Are you still playing by 
emotional rules that no longer serve you? 

Because the first step in emotional fluency isn't just learning how to 
express your feelings. It's realizing who taught you how to feel them in 
the first place. 

Your Culture Trains You to Want Certain Feelings 

You probably think you know what you want. You want to be happy, 
right? To feel good. Feel loved. Feel alive. But pause for a second and 
ask yourself: What does that actually look like? 

Is it the heart-thumping thrill of a concert? The calm of a Sunday 
morning walk? The buzz of a crowded party? Or the peace of being 
alone? 
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Here's the twist: what you want to feel isn't just a “you” thing—it's a 
cultural script you've inherited without really questioning. And it runs 
deeper than most of us realize. 

In psychology, Affect Valuation Theory (AVT) makes a deceptively 
simple but wildly important distinction:42 

●​ Actual affect = how you feel day-to-day.​
 

●​ Ideal affect = how you want to feel, or what you emotionally strive 
for. 

Most Western psychology focuses on actual affect—are you feeling 
anxious, depressed, content? But AVT argues that your emotional goals, 
aka your “ideal affect”—drive a ton of behavior. What you eat, how you 
spend money, who you date, what media you consume, what drugs you 
take—it's all chasing a feeling. And that target emotion? It's been 
heavily shaped by culture. 

Let's compare:43 

●​ Americans (and some other Westerners) tend to value 
high-arousal positive emotions—excitement, enthusiasm, passion. 
Think motivational speakers, energy drinks, fast cars, Instagram 
captions in all caps. 

●​ East Asians tend to value low-arousal positive emotions—calm, 
contentment, balance. Think tea ceremonies, zen gardens, and the 
equivalent of a deep exhale. 

So while both cultures want to “feel good,” they define “good” very 
differently. 

43 Tsai, J. L., Miao, F. F., Seppala, E., Fung, H. H., & Yeung, D. Y. (2007. Influence and adjustment goals: 
Sources of cultural differences in ideal affect. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(6), 
1102-1117. 

42 Tsai, J. L. (2007). Ideal affect: Cultural causes and behavioral consequences. Perspectives on 
Psychological Science, 2(3), 242–259. 
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This shows up everywhere—from leisure choices (skydiving vs. spa 
days), to music (hype playlists vs. ambient soundscapes), to parenting 
styles—where one culture says “chase your dreams,” and another says 
“don't rock the boat.” 

That's why you can't slap a single definition on happiness. If you grew up 
in the U.S., happiness likely means intensity, forward motion, success. 
Elsewhere, it's defined by peace. Equilibrium. Fewer highs, fewer lows. 

In one culture, the perfect day is a rave. In another, it's a nap. 

If you chase a version of happiness that doesn't match your wiring—or 
your cultural context—you'll feel like you're always falling short. You'll 
crave excitement when your values whisper “stillness.” You'll interpret 
“not feeling amazing” as “something is wrong with me.” 

When maybe the real problem is that your definition of happiness was 
never yours to begin with. 

AVT also points out: personality influences how you actually feel, but 
culture determines how you want to feel. 

That means someone who's naturally calm and reflective might still feel 
broken or lazy in a culture that worships hype and hustle. And someone 
naturally exuberant might feel “too much” in a culture that praises 
restraint. 

Culture creates emotional friction—between who you are and who 
you're told to be. 

And that pressure is real. Because people who match their culture's 
emotional ideal—excited in the U.S., chill in Japan—are seen as more 
likable, competent, even moral.44 We don't just feel emotions—we 
moralize them. 

So what do you do with this? 

44 Tsai, J. L., Blevins, E., Bencharit, L. Z., Chim, L., Fung, H. H., & Yeung, D. Y. (2019). Cultural variation in 
social judgments of smiles: The role of ideal affect. Journal of personality and social psychology, 
116(6), 966–988.  
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1.​ Ask yourself what kind of emotional life you're actually chasing. Is 

it really yours? Or are you trying to plug into someone else's system 
because that's what your culture sold you as “success?”​
 

2.​ Start noticing the gap between your actual affect and your ideal 
affect. When you feel off, is something genuinely wrong—or are 
you just not matching some cultural script for how happiness 
should look? 

The problem isn't that you want to be happy. The problem is you've been 
trained to chase a very specific version of happiness—one that may 
have nothing to do with who you actually are. And it turns out, this can 
make emotional regulation a hell of a lot harder. 

Regulating Emotions: A Cultural Game of Hide and 
Seek 

Consider a misconception that a lot of people have: that emotional 
regulation means “control.” 

That if you just meditate hard enough or breathe right or whatever, you'll 
be able to master your emotions—like a zen monk with a stress-proof 
nervous system. 

But that's not what emotional regulation actually is. 

Real emotional regulation isn't about dominating or denying your 
emotions. It's about negotiating with them—knowing when to let them 
speak, when to quiet them, and (maybe most importantly) when to stop 
putting yourself in situations where those emotions will blow up in the 
first place. 

It's not scolding your Feeling Brain for driving the wrong direction, it's 
about reaching a mutual understanding with it so that you're both on the 
same page. 
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Regulating Emotion ≠ Repressing Emotion 

When most people think of “regulating” their emotions, they picture one 
thing: don't show it. 

Feeling rage? Breathe through it. Want to cry? Suck it up. About to lose 
your mind at your job or in traffic or in front of your in-laws? Hold it in 
until you're alone, then rage-clean the bathroom. 

But that's only one form of emotion regulation: suppression—the act of 
burying an emotion once it shows up. It's reactive. And it's also the form 
that gets most of the bad press. 

Why? Because in many Western, individualist cultures, suppression is 
often linked to worse psychological outcomes.45 Repressed anger can 
breed depression. Buried grief can lead to anxiety. Suppressing your 
emotions long-term can mess you up mentally and physically.  

But here's where it gets tricky… 

Culture Decides Whether Suppression is a Superpower or a 
Liability 

In collectivist cultures—where group harmony and relational 
smoothness are prioritized over self-expression—suppression doesn't 
always hurt. Sometimes it helps. Research during the COVID-19 
pandemic found that suppression wasn't nearly as harmful in collectivist 
societies as it was in individualist ones.46 

In fact, in some cases, suppression was linked to better outcomes. Why? 
Because in those cultures, people aren't just suppressing 
emotion—they're doing it in a way that feels expected, even valued. It 

46 Gao, Y., Yao, W., Guo, Y., & Liao, Z. (2022). The effect of collectivism on mental health during 
COVID-19: A moderated mediation model. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health, 19(23), 15570.  

45 Schouten, A., Boiger, M., Kirchner-Häusler, A., Uchida, Y., & Mesquita, B. (2020). Cultural 
differences in emotion suppression in Belgian and Japanese couples: A social functional model. 
Frontiers in Psychology, 11, Article 1048. 
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serves a purpose. It maintains relationships. It keeps social peace. It 
aligns with shared goals.47 

So the takeaway here is: whether or not a regulation strategy is 
“healthy” depends on the culture you're operating in. What looks like 
emotional constipation in one country might look like maturity in 
another. 

Regulation Starts Before the Emotion Even Shows Up 

One thing Western psychology often overlooks is that real emotional 
regulation doesn't start when you feel something. It starts way earlier. 

It starts with what situations you put yourself in in the first place. It 
starts with how you interpret what's happening. It starts with the stories 
you tell yourself before your brain even finishes labeling the emotion. 

Take the Utku Inuit, a group of indigenous people living in the Arctic 
who famously discourage displays of anger.48 But they don't just tell 
people “don't be angry.” They've built an entire culture around avoiding 
situations that provoke anger. They reinterpret frustration as 
misunderstandings. They redirect rising tension with humor. They teach 
children not just to stifle rage but to reframe it. 

It's not suppression—it's regulating emotions at the source. It's about 
choosing your situations, reframing how you see them, and acting ahead 
of time to stay on track. 

Think of it like emotional parkour: instead of bracing for the impact, you 
learn how to redirect your momentum before you hit the wall. 

Cultural Regulation Means Choosing Which Emotions to Prioritize 

Western self-help culture assumes that all emotions deserve airtime. All 
feelings need to be processed. But this is often just unrealistic.  

48 Briggs, J. L. (1970). Never in anger: Portrait of an Eskimo family. Harvard University Press. 

47 Butler, E. A., Lee, T. L., & Gross, J. J. (2007). Emotion regulation and culture: Are the social 
consequences of emotion suppression culture-specific?. Emotion, 7(1), 30–48. 
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In some societies, certain emotions are so deeply discouraged that 
people rarely even recognize them in themselves. Anger might be taboo. 
Sadness might be shameful. Pride might be dangerous. Gratitude might 
be mandatory. 

So people learn to regulate their emotions not just after they arise—but 
at the level of perception. They don't just suppress a feeling—they 
never interpret the situation in a way that would make that feeling arise 
in the first place.49 

It's a kind of psychological airbrushing trick. 

And this explains a lot of cross-cultural misunderstandings: 

●​ What looks like emotional detachment to a Westerner might be 
emotional mastery to a Korean father. 

●​ What sounds like oversharing to a Japanese listener, might be signs 
of healthy vulnerability to an American friend. 

●​ What feels like anger in a New Yorker might not even register as a 
valid reaction in Seoul, where harmony often takes precedence 
over direct confrontation. 

So, should you try to regulate more or less? 

Wrong question. 

A better question is: Are you regulating in a way that works for the 
emotional environment you're living in? 

If your strategies are making you feel worse, not better… If you're 
burning out trying to stay “positive” when you're actually pissed… If 
you're suppressing anger in a culture that rewards confrontation… Or 
oversharing sadness in a context where it backfires—that's your sign. 

Emotional regulation isn't about being stronger, or tougher, or more 
stoic. It's about being smarter with where, when, and how you engage 

49 Murata, A., Moser, J. S., & Kitayama, S. (2013). Culture shapes electrocortical responses during 
emotion suppression. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 8(5), 595–601. 
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with your feelings—and whether that strategy actually fits the social 
ecosystem around you. 

Because sometimes “mental strength” means not exploding. Other 
times, it means calling bullshit out loud. 

The Paradox of Emotional Conformity 
Here's something that sounds completely backwards at first: People in 
cultures that emphasize individuality and freedom of expression are 
often more emotionally conformist than people in cultures that 
emphasize conformity.50 

Wait, what? 

Isn't the whole point of individualism the freedom to be who you are? To 
express yourself uncensored in all of your raw, messy glory? To share 
your authentic self with the world?  

Well… kinda?  

Because it turns out:  

Individualism Doesn't Mean Emotional Freedom—It Means 
Performance 

In Western, individualist cultures—places like the U.S., Canada, and 
much of Western Europe—the dominant belief is that people should “be 
themselves,” speak their truth, and express how they really feel. 

This sounds like emotional liberation. And in some ways, it is. 

But there's a paradox hiding within this idea: in cultures that glorify 
emotional authenticity, the pressure to perform the “right” emotions in 
the “right” way becomes even more intense. Because authenticity 
becomes the new standard, the new norm. And norms, by definition, 
demand conformity. 

50 Vishkin, A., Kitayama, S., Berg, M. K., Diener, E., Gross-Manos, D., Ben-Arieh, A., & Tamir, M. (2023). 
Adherence to emotion norms is greater in individualist cultures than in collectivist cultures. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 124(6), 1256–1276.  
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That means people in individualist cultures often walk around with a 
deeply internalized script of what “authentic emotion” should look like: 

●​ You should be excited about new opportunities. 
●​ You should be grateful for help. 
●​ You should be sad at funerals but inspired by setbacks. 
●​ You should express joy, but not too much (or you're cringe). 
●​ You should express anger, but only if it's “righteous” or 

“productive.” 

In short: you're free to feel whatever you want, as long as it fits the 
emotional aesthetic of your culture. 

And if it doesn't? You're seen as “emotionally unintelligent.” Or worse, 
inauthentic. 

Or here's another way to think about it. In collectivist cultures, you are 
judged and pressured based on whether your behavior conforms to the 
cultural norms. Whether you're happy, sad, angry or bored doing those 
behaviors matters far less. You can feel whatever you want, as long as 
you stand here, do this, look this way, say this thing, etc.  

But in a “free” culture, where you are allowed to say and do whatever 
you want, how are you to be judged? How are people supposed to 
determine whether you're one of their tribe or not?  

By how you feel—or more precisely, by your “vibe.”  

I live in California, one of the most “individualistic” and “expressive” 
places on earth. You can walk the streets of Los Angeles and see people 
from all walks of life speaking and acting in a million different ways.  

But the “vibe” is always the same. And it's strictly socially enforced.  

This pressure to maintain the right vibe isn't just social—it's 
psychological. 

When emotional expression becomes a stand-in for belonging, the cost 
of feeling “off” can be surprisingly high. 
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The Hidden Toll of Emotional Norms 

Recent research shows that people in individualist cultures like the U.S. 
are more likely to experience negative outcomes—like anxiety, guilt, or 
social exclusion—when they deviate from emotional expectations.51 

If you feel the “wrong” thing at the “wrong” time, it can actually harm 
your well-being. Why? Because these cultures subtly (and sometimes 
not-so-subtly) link emotional fit with personal worth. 

For example: 

●​ Not feeling excited enough about a new job? You might think 
something's wrong with you. 

●​ Not feeling sad enough after a breakup? You question your 
capacity for connection. 

●​ Not feeling motivated when everyone else is grinding? You might 
spiral into shame.You should be grateful for help. 

And you'll probably keep those feelings to yourself—because 
expressing them honestly would violate the very authenticity script 
you're supposed to be following. 

So now, not only do you secretly feel like an outsider, you have to 
pretend that you don't. 

That's what makes emotional conformity in individualist cultures so 
insidious: it's self-policed. You don't need anyone to silence you when 
you're already doing it to yourself. 

Why Conforming to Emotions Is Harder Than Conforming to 
Behavior 

Behavioral norms are easy to spot. “Don't talk with your mouth full.” 
“Drive on the right side of the road.” You either follow them or you don't. 

51 Vaswani, M., Esses, V. M., Newby-Clark, I. R., & Giguère, B. (2022). Cultural differences in fear of 
negative evaluation after social norm transgressions and the impact on mental health. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 13.  
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But emotional norms are sneakier. They show up in tone, in timing, in 
facial expressions, in silence. And because they're so tightly woven into 
our definitions of morality, intelligence, and authenticity, violating them 
doesn't just make you weird—it makes you wrong. 

This is why the phrase “emotional labor” exists—and why it's more 
exhausting in cultures that emphasize the self as a performance. 

In workplaces, for instance, studies have found that the emotional toll of 
customer service—smiling when you don't feel like it, calming down 
angry people, hiding frustration—can lead to burnout faster in 
individualist cultures than in collectivist ones.52 

Because in collectivist cultures, people expect to regulate emotions for 
the sake of the group. It's normalized. In individualist cultures, you're 
expected to regulate emotions and feel authentic while doing it. 

So not only are you hiding frustration, you're trying to look like it's 
genuinely not bothering you. That's a cognitive double-burden. And it's 
mentally exhausting. 

If you've ever felt like you were “failing” at happiness—or authenticity, 
or connection, or confidence—ask yourself this: 

Were you actually feeling the wrong thing? Or were you just not 
feeling the thing your culture told you was appropriate? 

Because that difference matters. A lot. 

Maybe your sadness isn't pathological—it's just unfashionable. Maybe 
your calmness isn't “low energy”—it's just not what your culture 
glorifies. Maybe your hesitation isn't cowardice—it's just your nervous 
system asking for a slower pace. 

And maybe the most emotionally honest thing you can do in an 
“authentic” culture is to stop performing emotions that aren't yours. 

52 Mastracci, S., & Adams, I. (2019). Is emotional labor easier in collectivist or individualist cultures? 
An East–West comparison. Public Personnel Management, 48(3), 325–344. 
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How Language Shapes What You Feel (and What You 
Don't) 

Similarly, different languages slice up the emotional pie in different 
ways. Some cultures have precise words for feelings that English 
speakers can only clumsily describe with a sentence.  

Take the German word schadenfreude. It means taking pleasure in 
someone else's misfortune—like when your cocky coworker biffs their 
presentation and you feel a tiny, shameful jolt of joy. English speakers 
definitely feel that, but we don't have a single word for it, but Germans 
do. Which means they can talk about it, joke about it, and recognize it 
more easily.53 

Or consider amae in Japanese—a kind of indulgent, cozy dependence on 
someone else's care. Think of how a kid melts into a parent's lap and 
knows it's okay to just be vulnerable. Most cultures have some version of 
this feeling, but the Japanese actually gave it a name. And once 
something has a name, it becomes easier to notice, easier to talk about, 
and more likely to become part of your emotional vocabulary.54 

On the flip side, some cultures don't even label what we'd consider basic 
emotions. The anthropologist Robert Levy noted that the Tahitians didn't 
have a word for “sadness.” Instead, people described feeling tired, sick, 
or just “off.” So instead of seeing grief as an emotional state, they 
framed it as a physical one. And that totally changed how they dealt 
with it.55 

All of this leads to a big question: does having more emotional 
vocabulary make you better at understanding your feelings? Turns out, 
yes—it kinda does. 

Psychologists call this emotional granularity. People with high 
granularity don't just say they feel “bad.” They say they feel anxious, 

55 Levy, R. I. (1973). Tahitians: Mind and experience in the Society Islands. University of Chicago Press. 
54 Doi, T. (1973). The anatomy of dependence. Kodansha International. 

53 Russell, J. A. (1991). Culture and the categorization of emotions. Psychological Bulletin, 110(3), 
426–450. 
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disappointed, restless, or ashamed. And being able to tell those apart 
actually helps them regulate those feelings better.56 The idea is that the 
more precisely you can name what you're feeling, the better you can 
handle it. 

But it goes deeper. According to Lisa Feldman Barrett's “conceptual act 
theory,” words used to describe emotions don't just label feelings—they 
help create them.57 In one study, researchers taught kids new emotion 
words, and suddenly those kids started reporting more distinct 
emotional experiences. It's like giving a painter more colors—suddenly 
they see a dozen shades where before there was just “blue”. 

And here's the wildest part: not having access to an emotion word—even 
temporarily—can mess with your perception. In lab experiments, people 
who repeated a word like “anger” until it lost meaning (semantic 
satiation) literally had a harder time recognizing that emotion in others' 
faces. Same face, same expression—just harder to see if your brain 
can't call it what it is.58 

The implication? Language helps us carve reality into emotionally 
meaningful chunks. If your language separates shame from 
embarrassment, you'll likely experience them differently. If it doesn't, 
you might just feel “weird” or “off” and not know why. 

Even grammar matters. Languages like Japanese that often skip saying 
“I” or “you” tend to come from cultures that emphasize 
interdependence. English, which forces you to name the subject of 
every sentence, leans toward individualism. Your emotional experience 
is partly built on that structure.59 

59 Kashima, Y., & Kashima, E. S. (1998). Culture and language: The case of cultural dimensions and 
personal pronoun use. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 29(3), 461–486. 

58 Lindquist, K. A., Barrett, L. F., Bliss-Moreau, E., & Russell, J. A. (2006). Language and the perception 
of emotion. Emotion, 6(1), 125–138. 

57 Barrett, L. F. (2006). Solving the emotion paradox: Categorization and the experience of emotion. 
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 10(1), 20–46. 

56 Barrett, L. F., Gross, J. J., Christensen, T. C., & Benvenuto, M. (2001). Knowing what you're feeling 
and knowing what to do about it: Mapping the relation between emotion differentiation and emotion 
regulation. Cognition and Emotion, 15(6), 713–724. 
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Bottom line: language doesn't decide what you can feel—but it shapes 
what you notice, how you talk about it, and how clearly you can make 
sense of it. If you've ever felt something murky and confusing, chances 
are you were missing the right word for it. Find the word, and suddenly it 
all makes sense. 

​
Adapted from “Plutchik's Wheel of Emotions,” based on R. Plutchik's psychoevolutionary theory (1980). 

​
Why Some Cultures Are Better at Feeling Two Things 
at Once 

Let's talk about emotional complexity—the strange, contradictory 
experience of feeling joy and sadness at the same time, or anger mixed 
with love, or pride tangled up with shame. 
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Western culture has a hard time with this. We like our feelings clean, 
categorized, and color-coded. You're either happy or sad. Confident or 
insecure. In love or falling apart. We want clarity. We crave closure. 

But the world doesn't work that way. And neither do people. 

Some cultures—particularly in East Asia—aren't just okay with 
emotional contradictions. They expect them. They normalize them. In 
fact, research shows that people in East Asian cultures experience more 
emotional complexity than their Western counterparts.60 

They're more comfortable holding two opposite emotions at the same 
time. They don't immediately try to resolve the tension between them. 
They don't see contradiction as failure, but rather they see the reality in 
it. 

This isn't just a cultural quirk. It's a radically different worldview. 

This difference largely comes down to something called dialectical 
thinking.61 

In Western thought, influenced by Greek philosophy, we're trained to 
resolve contradictions through binary, “either/or” logic: 

●​ If something is true, its opposite must be false. 
●​ If you feel one way, the opposite feeling must cancel it out. 
●​ If your relationship brings you pain, it can't be real love. 

But in many East Asian traditions, especially those shaped by 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, contradiction is built into the 
system. Nature equals change. Opposites coexist. The yin needs the 
yang. There's no final answer, just a continuous balancing act. 

This worldview teaches people to expect contradiction, tolerate 
ambiguity, and even find meaning in paradox. 

61 Zheng, W., Yu, A., Li, D., Fang, P., & Peng, K. (2021). Cultural differences in mixed emotions: The role 
of dialectical thinking. Frontiers in Psychology, 11. 

60 Grossmann, I., Huynh, A. C., & Ellsworth, P. C. (2016). Emotional complexity: Clarifying definitions 
and cultural correlates. Journal of personality and social psychology, 111(6), 895–916.  
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Emotionally, dialectical thinking means: 

●​ You can feel grateful and resentful toward your parents. 
●​ You can love someone and feel trapped in the relationship. 
●​ You can be proud of your work and deeply insecure about it. 

Both can be true. And that's a sign of emotional maturity rather than 
dysfunction. 

In the West, we're taught to label mixed emotions as confusion, 
ambivalence, or emotional "stuckness." We want a clear story arc. We 
want to fix the contradiction. 

So when we feel opposite emotions at the same time, we interpret it as 
a problem: 

●​ “Why can't I make up my mind?” 
●​ “Why am I not over this yet?” 
●​ “Why does this still hurt when I'm doing so well?” 

The problem isn't the emotion. The problem is that you think you're 
supposed to have just one. 

That's the emotional trap: believing that clarity equals health, and 
complexity equals brokenness. 

But real life isn't that simple. You don't “get over” grief. You learn to feel 
love around it. You don't “solve” anxiety. You learn to move with it. You 
don't stop feeling insecure just because you're successful. In fact, those 
feelings often get louder as you try to suppress them. 

Here's a wild finding: in a cross-cultural study of group-based 
emotions—how people feel in relation to their social group—Chinese 
participants reported more complex emotional responses than Dutch 
participants in an intergroup conflict scenario.62 

62 Lu, M., Hamamura, T., Doosje, B., Suzuki, S., & Takemura, K. (2017). Culture and group-based 
emotions: Could group-based emotions be dialectical? Cognition & Emotion, 31(5), 937–949. 
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Why? Dialectical thinking again. 

People from dialectical cultures don't split the world into emotional 
good guys and bad guys. They can empathize with their group and the 
opposing group. They can feel proud and ashamed of their identity. They 
can recognize harm and shared humanity. 

This complexity doesn't make them weaker. It makes them more 
flexible, more nuanced, and, arguably, more emotionally resilient. 

Embracing Your Own Complexity 

In a culture obsessed with clarity, complexity gets misdiagnosed as 
indecision. But it's not. 

Being emotionally complex doesn't mean you're “stuck.” It doesn't mean 
you're emotionally unstable. It means you have range. 

You're not flattening your feelings into Instagram-approved binaries. 
You're experiencing life as it actually is: layered, messy, contradictory, 
true. It's a sign of depth rather than dysfunction. 

And it's a skill you can develop. 

Why We Don't All See the Same Smile 
Most people assume emotions are universally recognizable. A smile is 
joy. A scowl is anger. Tears mean sadness. 

But what if that's just cultural training masquerading as common sense? 

In reality, what you see when you look at someone's face isn't purely 
visual—it's psychological, social, and deeply cultural. 

Different cultures literally see emotion differently. 

Let's say someone gives you a tight-lipped smile. In the U.S., you might 
read that as politeness—or insincerity. In Japan, it might register as 
genuine happiness—a subtle, refined joy. 
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Same face, totally different emotional read. 

That's because emotions are co-created by the expresser and the 
perceiver. You're not just reading someone's face. You're filling in the 
blanks using your cultural expectations—expectations that were 
downloaded into your brain long before you even learned how to speak. 

In a cross-cultural study that compared how people from the U.S., 
Japan, and Russia interpreted facial expressions, researchers found 
something weird.63 

When it comes to reading emotions on people's faces, Americans tend 
to see things in black and white. Big smile? High energy. Small frown? 
Low energy. Clear categories, neat and tidy. But drop this same game 
into Japan or Russia, and the rules change. 

Japanese participants, for example, looked at intense emotional 
expressions and thought, “Meh, pretty chill.” Meanwhile, Americans 
looked at the exact same faces and saw a firework show of emotions. 
Russians fell somewhere in the middle but leaned more toward the 
Japanese view. 

What's going on here isn't just about culture—it's about how much 
nuance people tolerate before they feel the need to slap on a label.  

Americans crave clear answers and fast decisions, so they see “high” or 
“low” and move on. But in Japan and Russia, emotions are messier. 
People are more comfortable floating in the gray zone. As a result, they 
hesitate to box expressions into simple categories, especially when the 
emotional signal isn't cranked up to eleven. 

This suggests that different cultures don't just express emotion 
differently—they have different sensitivity thresholds for reading it. 

If you're used to big, exaggerated emotional displays (like in the U.S.), 
subtle expressions can seem ambiguous or weak. If you come from a 
culture where restraint is the norm, even a tiny shift in someone's eyes 
or mouth expression can speak volumes. 

63 Pogosyan, M., & Engelmann, J. B. (2011). Cultural differences in effect intensity perception in the 
context of advertising. Frontiers in Psychology, 2, 313.  
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These perception differences don't just play out in research labs—they 
affect how we: 

●​ Trust people (“He seemed too cold” vs. “She was refreshingly  
●​ composed”) 
●​ Hire candidates (“She didn't seem passionate enough" vs. “He was 

trying too hard”) 
●​ Fall in love (“He was emotionally distant” vs. “She was emotionally 

intense”) 
●​ Judge honesty (“They didn't cry at the funeral” vs. “They kept their 

dignity”)We assume we're reacting to someone's emotion. But 
really, we're reacting to how well their emotion matches what we 
expect it to look like. And those expectations are mostly invisible. 

You know that thing where you assume someone's being “too emotional” 
or “emotionally unavailable”? That judgment is never neutral. It's always 
filtered through your cultural lens, your idea of what emotional 
expression is supposed to look like. 

So when someone from a different background doesn't match your 
emotional blueprint, it's easy to misinterpret them: their neutrality might 
feel like disinterest. Their exuberance might feel like overcompensation. 
Their silence might feel like suppression. Their tears might feel like 
manipulation. 

In other words, you're not seeing what they feel—you're seeing what 
you've been trained to see. 

And worse, you'll assume they're the problem. That they're awkward, 
inauthentic, robotic, too sensitive, not sensitive enough. 

But really, they're just playing by a different emotional rulebook. One 
that makes just as much sense to them as yours does to you. 

So be suspicious of how certain you are about what someone else is 
feeling. 

Try this instead: 
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●​ Slow down your judgments. 
●​ Ask for clarification if it's appropriate. 
●​ Pay attention to patterns, not single moments. 
●​ Recognize that the “intensity” of expression doesn't always reflect 

the intensity of feeling. 

Your way of feeling isn't everyone's. And that's not a flaw—it's a 
doorway to empathy, curiosity and insight. It's a doorway to actually see 
people for who they are—not just how they appear. 

When you stop assuming emotions mean the same thing everywhere, 
you stop guessing and start understanding. 

It's Not Just Culture vs. Biology 
For years, the field of psychology split into warring tribes: 

●​ The Basic Emotion camp led by researchers like Ekman64 said 
emotions are universal and can be recognized across cultures by 
facial expressions. 

●​ The Cognitive Appraisal camp said emotions result from mental 
evaluations—how we interpret a situation determines what we 
feel.65 

●​ The Psychological Constructionists say emotions aren't actually 
distinct categories—they're more like mixes of basic feelings and 
what we've learned or know about the world.66 

●​ The Social Constructionists argued that emotions are pure 
performance—they are whatever the culture needs them to be.67 

67 Harré, R. (1986). The Social Construction of Emotions. Basil Blackwell. 
66 Barrett, L. F. (2006). Are emotions natural kinds?. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 1(1), 28–58. 

65 Lazarus, R. S. (1991). Emotion and adaptation. In Pervin, L. A. (Ed.), Handbook of Personality: Theory 
and Research (pp. 609–637). New York: Guilford. 

64 Ekman, P. (1999). Basic emotions. In T. Dalgleish & M. Power (Eds.), Handbook of Cognition and 
Emotion (pp. 45–60). John Wiley & Sons. 
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But here's what cultural neuroscience now suggests: All of them are 
partly right—just at different levels of analysis.68 

●​ Biology lays the groundwork (affective states). 
●​ Cognition personalizes it (appraisal). 
●​ Culture categorizes and regulates it (construction). 
●​ Society scripts and performs it (social norm). 

So when you cry during a movie, it's not just your mirror neurons firing. 
It's not just your interpretation of the story. It's not just your learned 
understanding of what sadness is. It's also your cultural permission slip 
to cry in that moment—and with your personal story wrapped around it. 

This hybrid view matters because it changes how we: 

●​ Understand cross-cultural misunderstandings (they're not just “lost 
in translation”—they're emotionally mismatched). 

●​ Approach mental health across cultures (therapy models that work 
in New York might fall flat in Nairobi or Moscow). 

●​ Parent, lead, and communicate (you're not just managing 
behavior—you're managing culturally-informed emotional 
blueprints). 

When you know that emotions aren't either nature or nurture, but a 
negotiation between both, you stop trying to fit people into 
one-size-fits-all categories. 

You get better at reading nuance by asking better questions. 

Like: 

●​ What emotional strategies actually serve this person in this 
environment? 

●​ Is this a personal reaction, or a cultural one? 
●​ Is their emotion a signal of who they are—or who they've been told 

to be? 

68 Chiao, J. Y., & Immordino-Yang, M. H. (2013). Current emotion research in cultural neuroscience. 
Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 7, 692. 
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And most of all: you realize that understanding emotion means 
understanding people. Not just their nervous systems, but their 
personal stories, cultural histories, their social worlds. 

Because we don't just feel feelings. We inherit them. We shape them. 
We pass them on. 

Your Emotions Are Social Currency 
Most of us like to believe emotions are private, personal, and internal. 
Like they live in your chest, belong to you, and only get shared when you 
choose. 

But that's not quite how it works. 

Emotions aren't just inner experiences. They're social signals. Whether 
you realize it or not, your emotions are currency constantly “spent” in 
social interactions—to bond, to influence, to position yourself, to 
communicate your place in the world.69 

Here's what most emotional advice misses: your emotions don't just 
express how you feel. They tell other people how they're supposed to 
feel, too. 

●​ When you cry, you signal vulnerability and often invite comfort. 
●​ When you rage, you demand recognition or accountability. 
●​ When you laugh, you create ease and invite closeness. 
●​ When you stay stoic, you set boundaries or project control. 

 

These aren't just “feelings.” They're bids in the social game. 

And just like money, some emotions are better spent in certain cultural 
economies than others. A display of sadness might earn you empathy in 
one society—and social shame in another. A burst of pride might win 
admiration in the West—and trigger judgment in East Asia. 

69 Hareli, S., & Hess, U. (2012). The social signal value of emotions. Cognition & Emotion, 26(3), 
385–389.  
 

Solved EMOTIONS GUIDE 52 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02699931.2012.665029


 

How Culture Shapes Emotions 

 
Research into social appraisals backs this up.70 Social appraisals are like 
internal calculations your brain runs every time something emotional 
happens—but through a social lens. 

There are three primary types: 

1.​ Status Concerns: How will this affect how others see me? 
2.​ Social Exchange: What do I owe others, and what do they owe me? 
3.​ Group Belonging: How does this connect me to (or separate me 

from) my group? 

These appraisals shape what we feel, not just how we express it. 

Example: You see someone from your in-group get hurt. In collectivist 
cultures, that's not just “their” pain—it becomes your emotional 
experience, too. You might feel anger, shame, or protectiveness on their 
behalf. That's group identity seeking in action. 

In individualist cultures, on the other hand, your emotional radar is more 
likely to prioritize personal stakes: “How does this affect me directly?” 

Same event. Different emotional appraisals. Different responses. 

Think about the emotions that bind communities: 

●​ Guilt tells you when you've violated a social contract. 
●​ Gratitude strengthens alliances. 
●​ Shame maintains norms. 
●​ Pride communicates group loyalty or personal value. 

These aren't random feelings—they're tools. They manage trust, signal 
reputation, they let you know who's in, who's out, and who owes what to 
whom. 

And culture determines how visible or invisible these tools are allowed 
to be. 

70 Scherer, K. R., Schorr, A., & Johnstone, T. (2001). Appraisal processes in emotion: Theory, methods, 
research. Oxford University Press. 
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In Western cultures, for example, pride is often encouraged—you're 
taught to “own your accomplishments” and “celebrate your wins.” In 
many Asian cultures, modesty is a higher social currency—public 
displays of pride can make people uncomfortable or suspicious. 

Not because pride is bad—but because its social value shifts depending 
on the cultural market. 
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Historical and Philosophical Traditions on 
Emotions 
With an understanding of the science and definitions of how emotions 
work, it can be useful now to take a look back in history and trace some 
of the cultural heritage of emotions over time. 

The West: Stoics, Scientists, and the Quest to 
Outsmart Emotion 

Western philosophy started with deep suspicion about emotions. Plato 
viewed emotions as dangerous troublemakers—like wild horses that 
reason, acting as the charioteer, had to be kept under control. Aristotle 
took a more balanced approach, arguing that emotions could actually 
support good character when expressed in the right measure.71  

But it was the Stoics who turned emotional self-control into a complete 
philosophical system for living. 

Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius didn't advocate emotional suppression, 
but transformation through perspective, intentional thought, and 
repeated mental practice.72,73 This was not far from what modern 
psychologists now call cognitive reappraisal, a form of emotional 
regulation that engages the brain's prefrontal cortex to reinterpret 
emotional stimuli before they spiral into overreaction. 

Fast forward two millennia, and strides made in neuroscience now offer 
support for these ancient practices. Functional MRI scans show that 
when individuals consciously reframe their thoughts, their prefrontal 
cortex lights up, dampening activity in the amygdala—the brain's 

73 Marcus Aurelius. Meditations. 
72 Epictetus. Discourses, fragments. 
71 Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. 
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emotional alarm system.74 In other words, Stoicism wasn't just 
philosophy; it was a kind of ancient neural hacking. 

This connection between ancient rational thinking and modern science 
shows us something important: even thousands of years ago, emotional 
health wasn't about getting rid of feelings entirely, but about managing 
them well. For the Stoics, emotional control meant developing what we 
now call psychological resilience—the ability to stay steady and act 
with purpose even when your inner world feels chaotic. 

The Greeks and Stoics weren't wrong about emotions—their theories 
were just incomplete. The view that emotions could be managed 
through logic and perspective was ahead of its time and laid the 
groundwork for modern cognitive therapies. But where they saw 
emotions primarily as irrational disruptions to be tamed by reason, 
contemporary science reveals them as deeply functional biological 
systems—evolved responses that integrate body, brain, and 
environment. 

The Stoics correctly intuited that our interpretations shape our 
emotional experience, but they underestimated how much of what we 
feel arises from unconscious processes, neurochemical shifts, and 
cultural conditioning. In short, they had half the map: the part where 
thought influences emotion. What they lacked was the understanding 
that emotion also shapes thought, perception, and even identity from 
the bottom up. 

The broader Western approach to emotions has consistently framed 
feelings as internal forces to be scrutinized, categorized, and controlled. 
From the Greek Stoics' rational detachment to Christianity's moral 
labeling of emotions as either sins or virtues, the West has historically 
treated feelings as something to be either mastered or purified. 
Enlightenment thinkers transformed this moral lens into a mechanical 
one, viewing emotions as bodily functions to be understood 
scientifically. 

74 Buhle, J. T., Silvers, J. A., Wager, T. D., Lopez, R., Onyemekwu, C., Kober, H., Weber, J., & Ochsner, K. 
N. (2014). Cognitive reappraisal of emotion: a meta-analysis of human neuroimaging studies. Cerebral 
Cortex, 24(11), 2981-2990.  
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Islamic scholars like Al-Ghazali contributed a unique perspective by 
fusing spiritual and psychological discipline. They framed the struggle 
against impulsive emotion (the nafs) as the ultimate spiritual jihad, 
viewing emotional mastery as both a moral imperative and a path to 
divine connection. Across these traditions, the common thread has been 
the belief that emotions are either moral tests or mental 
puzzles—experiences that must be filtered through reason, morality, or 
religious obligation before being acted upon. 

This framing has had profound consequences for individual emotional 
life. Many people raised in Western or Abrahamic cultures internalize 
the idea that emotional discomfort is a sign of weakness, failure, or 
moral shortcoming. As a result, they often suppress or 
over-intellectualize their feelings rather than acknowledging and 
processing them. 

This legacy can lead to emotional dysregulation, shame, and the chronic 
sense of “something is wrong with me” when strong emotions arise. In 
modern times, this pattern shows up in the therapeutic tendency to “fix” 
emotions rather than listen to them, and in the cultural expectation that 
success or strength means emotional stoicism. 

The result is often a population that feels either disconnected from their 
emotions or dominated by them—lacking the tools to integrate emotion 
as a functional, natural part of human experience. 

The East: Equanimity, Observation, and Embodied 
Awareness 

Eastern traditions offer a radically different, though complementary, 
emotional model. Where the Stoics sought mastery through logic, 
Buddhists and Hindus sought liberation through observation and 
detachment. Central to Buddhism is upekkha, or equanimity—the skill 
of witnessing emotions without clinging or aversion.75 Suffering 
(dukkha) wasn't caused by pain itself, but by craving and resistance to it. 

75 Schaffner, A. K. (2023). Equanimity: The holy grail of calmness & grace?. PositivePsychology.com. 
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In this framework, emotions aren't enemies to be conquered, but 
weather patterns to be observed, accepted, and then released.76 

Modern neuroscience provides compelling support for these ancient 
insights. Research on mindfulness meditation shows that these 
practices strengthen parts of the brain involved in self-awareness and 
focus—like the insula and the prefrontal cortex—while quieting the 
default mode network, which is linked to overthinking and rumination.77 
Long-term meditators show increased gray matter density in areas 
responsible for emotional regulation, suggesting that contemplative 
practices literally reshape the brain.78 

This scientific validation aligns beautifully with the Constructed 
Emotion Theory, which suggests emotions aren't just built-in 
reactions—we actually learn how to feel through culture and 
experience.79 From this perspective, the Buddhist focus on tuning into 
the body—your breath, heartbeat, muscle tension—wasn't about 
escaping reality. It was about developing somatic literacy: the ability to 
read and interpret your own internal signals. 

Hinduism takes a slightly different angle. Instead of getting caught up 
in emotions, it emphasizes living in alignment with your dharma—your 
role or purpose in life. The Bhagavad Gita famously encourages acting 
without clinging to the outcome, which isn't too far off from modern 
advice to focus on what you can control and let go of the rest.80 It's a 
grounded way to manage emotions by staying anchored in your values. 

Confucius offered yet another Eastern perspective that bridges 
individual and social dimensions of emotion. While the Stoics mastered 

80 Sivananda, S. Bhagavad Gita.  

79 Barrett L. F. (2017). The theory of constructed emotion: an active inference account of interoception 
and categorization. Social cognitive and affective neuroscience, 12(1), 1–23.  

78 Hölzel, B. K., Carmody, J., Vangel, M., Congleton, C., Yerramsetti, S. M., Gard, T., & Lazar, S. W. (2011). 
Mindfulness practice leads to increases in regional brain gray matter density. Psychiatry Research: 
Neuroimaging, 191(1), 36-43.  

77 Brewer, J. A., Worhunsky, P. D., Gray, J. R., Tang, Y. Y., Weber, J., & Kober, H. (2011). Meditation 
experience is associated with differences in default mode network activity and connectivity. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 108(50), 
20254–20259.  

76 Gethin, R. (1998). Four truths: The disease, the cause, the cure, the medicine (pp. 59–84). In The 
foundations of Buddhism. 
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cognitive reappraisal and the Buddhists developed self-awareness and 
detachment, Confucius recognized how emotions function within a 
social fabric of duty and responsibility to others. 

In Confucian ethics, emotions were never just about you. They were 
social acts that could either reinforce or disrupt the harmony of the 
collective. The cultivation and expression of emotion were always 
considered within the context of social relationships, especially the 
family and society at large. Emotions were shaped and expressed 
through li (rituals, propriety) and ren (benevolence, humaneness),81 
creating frameworks for feeling in ways that sustained order and 
relationship. 

This insight anticipates the modern psychological concept of display 
rules—cultural norms that dictate the appropriate emotional 
expressions in different social contexts.82 Display rules aren't just 
learned behaviors; they become internalized early through social 
feedback, shaping how people unconsciously modulate emotion 
through intensification, suppression, and masking.83 

Eastern philosophies—spanning Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and 
Confucianism—generally frame emotions not as problems to solve, but 
as waves to observe and release. Rather than moralizing or 
pathologizing emotional states, these systems emphasize equanimity, 
detachment, and flow. Buddhism teaches that suffering arises from 
attachment to transient experiences—including emotions—and 
advocates for mindfulness and non-reactivity as a path to inner peace. 
Hindu philosophy complements this through the concept of dharma, 
encouraging individuals to act according to purpose rather than 
emotional impulse. Confucianism adds a social dimension, seeing 
emotions as relational forces that must be expressed appropriately to 
maintain harmony and order. 

83 De Leersnyder, J., Boiger, M., & Mesquita, B. (2013). Cultural regulation of emotion: Individual, 
relational, and structural sources. Frontiers in Psychology, 4, 55.  

82 Matsumoto, D. (1990). Cultural similarities and differences in display rules. Motivation and Emotion, 
14(3), 195–214.  

81 Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2024). Confucius. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Stanford University.  
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Across these systems, emotions are understood as impermanent and 
instructive—but not central to identity or selfhood. 

While these perspectives offer powerful tools for resilience, they also 
have limitations. The Buddhist and Hindu traditions excel at 
emphasizing observation, detachment, and the impermanence of 
emotional states. These traditions recognized—centuries before 
neuroscience—that clinging to or resisting feelings amplifies suffering, 
and that peace comes from accepting emotions as transient 
experiences rather than ultimate truths. Their practices of mindfulness, 
meditation, and non-attachment mirror what modern psychology now 
validates as effective strategies for emotional regulation and stress 
reduction. 

However, by focusing so heavily on letting go and transcending emotion, 
these traditions can sometimes undervalue the functional and 
communicative role of emotions in decision-making, relationships, and 
personal growth. In emphasizing detachment and emotional 
minimization, Eastern frameworks may inadvertently discourage deep 
emotional engagement or self-inquiry. People raised in these cultures 
sometimes learn to suppress or internalize emotional experiences, 
prioritizing composure and harmony over personal expression or 
emotional clarity. This can create difficulties in articulating emotional 
needs, forming emotionally transparent relationships, or recognizing 
emotions as valuable signals for unmet needs or personal boundaries. 

While these traditions excel at preventing emotional overwhelm and 
cultivating inner peace, they may fall short in validating emotional 
complexity and fostering the kind of emotional literacy needed for 
transformative personal insight. Emotions aren't just distractions from 
enlightenment; they're also evolutionary and social 
signals—information to be interpreted, understood, and sometimes 
acted upon, not merely released. 
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Revisiting the Classic Assumption 

The truth is that most of the ancient traditions discovered some 
interesting tools—from mindfulness to cognitive reappraisal to social 
obligations and so on—but none of them had an accurate 
understanding of how emotional regulation actually works.  

As a result, no one developed a solid understanding of the skills and 
mindsets required to manage them. To put it another way, most people 
never learned how to deal with their emotions properly.  

Ideally, emotional regulation gets wired into us early. A calm, responsive 
adult helps a kid figure out how to deal with chaos—crying fits, panic, 
sadness, the whole circus. That process is called co-regulation, and it's 
how we're supposed to learn to regulate ourselves.84 

84 Girme, Y. U., Jones, R. E., Fleck, C., Simpson, J. A., & Overall, N. C. (2021). Infants' attachment 
insecurity predicts attachment-relevant emotion regulation strategies in adulthood. Emotion 
(Washington, D.C.), 21(2), 260–272. 
 

Solved EMOTIONS GUIDE 61 

 

https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000721
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000721


 

Historical and Philosophical Traditions on Emotions 

 
But most of us didn't get that. Maybe your parents/caregivers were 
emotionally checked out. Maybe they were volatile, abusive, or just 
flat-out unavailable. In those environments, you learned fast: emotions = 
danger. So you either shut down and went numb, or stayed hyper-aware 
of every tiny threat around you, always ready to defend yourself. 

Or maybe you were just told to stop being “too sensitive” every time you 
felt anything remotely real. Over time, that kind of dismissal breeds 
shame—and eventually, you stop even admitting to yourself that you 
feel things deeply. 

Most of the ancient cultures operated on the assumption that the 
Thinking Brain is in control and the Feeling Brain needs to be dominated 
into submission. As a result, most of what's been taught throughout 
history has been some combination of:  

●​ Suppression: Bottling everything up. This works... until it doesn't. 
Eventually, you explode, or it eats you from the inside out.​
 

●​ Venting: Dumping all your feelings on someone else like an 
emotional puke-fest. Feels good for five minutes, ruins 
relationships for years.​
 

●​ Avoidance: Scrolling, drinking, binge-watching, 
overworking—anything to not feel what you're feeling. But the 
feelings don't leave. They just wait until you're tired or vulnerable, 
then ambush you. 

Recognizing these patterns as learned behavior, not moral failings, is the 
first step. It shifts the whole game from self-blame to skill-building. You 
weren't broken—you were underprepared. But now you can do 
something about it. 
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These methods are popular because they kinda work in the short term. 
But long-term, they destroy your emotional balance, trash your 
relationships, and keep you stuck in survival mode.85 

The truth is, emotional regulation is a skill—not a trait. It's something 
you learn, not something you either have or don't. And if no one taught 
you the right tools, of course you're going to rely on the broken ones.  

Once you understand that, you can stop beating yourself up and start 
learning actual strategies that work. Ones that don't just make the pain 
go away for five minutes, but help you build emotional strength over 
time. 

Your emotional life isn't a dumpster fire because you're weak. It's 
because you were handed gasoline and told it was water. 

Modern Culture Isn't Much Better 

And while we have developed far better understandings of emotional 
regulation in the modern age, our environment hasn't made things any 
easier. If anything, it's made things much harder.  

Social media? It doesn't reward calm or nuance—it rewards extremes. 
Outrage, hot takes, performative positivity, carefully curated 
breakdowns. We've created a digital environment where emotional 
chaos equals more clicks. 

Then there's hustle culture—the toxic pressure to grind until you 
collapse, burying your feelings to stay “productive.” You're expected to 
be a robot Monday through Friday and then magically “self-care” your 
way back to sanity on the weekend. 

And don't even get me started on the weaponized optimism. “Just think 
positive!” is the emotional equivalent of duct-taping a broken leg. It 

85 Gross, J.J., & John, O.P. (2003). Individual differences in two emotion regulation processes: 
Implications for affect, relationships, and well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85, 
348-362. 
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doesn't heal anything. It just hides the pain and shames you for feeling it 
in the first place. 

Historically, men have gotten the message that emotions are for the 
weak. Show vulnerability, and you're “soft.” Suck it up, shut it down, 
keep moving. So emotional awareness gets treated like a defect, when 
in reality, it's a superpower no one's talking about. 

All of this—the media circus, the toxic positivity, the emotional 
suppression—compounds the challenge. It's not just you against your 
emotions. It's you against a culture that rewards you for avoiding them. 

But the first step to changing the game is seeing it for what it is. And 
once you know it's broken, you don't have to keep playing by its rules.​
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The Four Schools of Emotional Regulation 
Emotional regulation isn't a single skill—it's a set of tools. You don't “fix” 
your feelings once and for all. Rather, you learn how to work with them, 
depending on the moment. Some days you need a hammer. Other days 
you need duct tape, a flashlight, and a little help from someone who 
won't judge you when you fall apart. 

Take this example. My stepmother makes a snide comment—something 
small but personal. Old me would've taken the bait. Argued. Escalated. 
Played the greatest hits of “Why I'm Right and You're Ridiculous.” But 
now? 

Now I know the trigger's coming. That's the first skill: awareness. I 
remind myself that her comment probably isn't about me—it's her own 
insecurity showing up in a costume. That's cognitive reappraisal. I pivot 
the conversation, maybe make a joke, move on. Later, I vent to my wife in 
private because she gets it, and she knows I'm not actually mad about 
the words. I'm mad about the continuous pattern. 

That's what emotional regulation looks like in real life. Not “staying 
calm,” or “thinking positive.” You're learning how to layer strategies that 
fit you and the moment you're in. ​
​
Over the last hundred years, psychology has offered up four major 
approaches to emotional regulation. Not one of them is “the answer.” 
But together? They give you a way to think about the messiness inside 
your chest without needing to fix it all at once. 

We'll start with the one that got this whole field off the ground: the 
Heart. 
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The Heart: Where Emotions Come to Be Understood 

It started with Freud. In the late 1800s, he noticed something weird—his 
patients were showing symptoms (paralysis, blindness, seizures) with no 
physical cause. But when they talked—really talked—about their fears, 
traumas, and resentments, the symptoms eased.86​
Sometimes they disappeared completely.​
​
Freud called this process catharsis—the emotional release that came 
from putting feelings into words. He discovered that simply talking 
wasn't enough; people needed to feel while they talked. When patients 
could name their buried emotions and experience them in the safety of 
the therapeutic relationship, something shifted. The act of verbalization 
itself became healing.87 

This was revolutionary. Before Freud, emotions were seen as things to 
control or suppress. But he found that emotions needed to be expressed 
and understood, not just managed. The 'talking cure,' as one of his 
patients called it, showed that giving voice to inner experience could 
literally change how the body held trauma and distress. 

His radical observation? A lot of what you feel and do is shaped by 
things you're not consciously aware of. You think you're in control, but 
your unconscious mind is quietly pulling the strings. 

The early psychodynamic approach saw emotions not just as reactions, 
but as messages. Anxiety, rage, numbness weren't random. They were 
expressions of buried stuff: things you avoided, things you denied, 
things that got wired into you before you had words for them. 

Over time, others expanded Freud's ideas. Anna Freud mapped out the 
defense mechanisms—how kids learn to protect themselves 
emotionally.88 Melanie Klein pushed even earlier, showing how infants 

88 Freud, A. (1936). The ego and the mechanisms of defence. Hogarth Press. 

87 Nichols, M. P., & Efran, J. S. (1985). Catharsis in psychotherapy: A new perspective. Psychotherapy: 
Theory, Research, Practice, Training, 22(1), 46–58.  

86 Freud, S. (1900). The interpretation of dreams. Macmillan. 
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wrestle with raw emotional states like envy and rage.89 Donald Winnicott 
introduced the “holding environment”—that safe emotional space 
where kids learn to tolerate discomfort with the help of a steady 
caregiver.90 And John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth showed how early 
attachment relationships shape a person's emotional life far into 
adulthood.91 

What united all of these thinkers was one big idea: emotions are 
meaningful. Instead of treating anger, fear, or sadness as symptoms to 
eliminate, they saw them as signals. Clues. A person stuck in rage might 
actually be grieving. Someone who shuts down in relationships might be 
protecting themselves because openness once got them hurt. These 
patterns don't just happen—they develop for reasons, usually starting 
early when you have fewer resources to cope. 

But by the late 20th century, psychoanalysis had become unwieldy and 
inaccessible. It was also too quick to pathologize. Everything became 
about your parents. Every feeling needed some deep unconscious 
motivator. Eventually, people wanted more practical tools. 

However, the core idea survived—and evolved.​
​
In the 1980s, Leslie Greenberg created Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), 
building on the psychodynamic foundation with modern emotional 
science.92 EFT didn't treat emotions as problems. It treated them as 
tools. You didn't just suppress shame—you learned to transform it into 
guilt, which could motivate change. You didn't express rage—you used it 
to understand what boundary got crossed and how to set it. 

EFT emphasized getting to the core. People often show up in therapy 
angry or shut down, but beneath that, there's fear, grief, shame. Working 

92 Greenberg, L. S., & Safran, J. D. (1987). Emotion in psychotherapy. American Psychologist, 42(1), 
19–30. 

91 Ainsworth, M. D. S. (1979). Infant–mother attachment. American Psychologist, 34(10), 932–937. 

90 Winnicott, D. W. (1965). The maturational processes and the facilitating environment. International 
Universities Press. 

89 Klein, M. (1946). Notes on some schizoid mechanisms. International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 27, 
99–110. 
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through those primary emotions—not just reacting to the surface-level 
stuff—is what creates real transformation.93 

Modern heart-based approaches also focus on relational healing. Why 
do you keep ending up in the same relationship dynamic? Why does 
criticism hit you so hard? Why can't you feel anything when you know 
you should? They also recognize that healing happens in relationships. 
The therapist-client relationship becomes a kind of emotional laboratory 
where people test new ways of connecting. 

This approach has its downsides. It can be slow, expensive, and lacking 
in structure. It also tends to center Western individualist perspectives 
and doesn't always translate cross-culturally.94 

But when it works, it works. Especially for people who aren't just 
overwhelmed, but confused—who want to understand why their 
emotions behave the way they do. 

The heart-based approach asks, “What is your pain trying to say?” And, 
more importantly, “What happens if you actually listen?”​
 

The Head: Changing the Way You Think (So You Can 
Feel Better) 

By the mid-20th century, psychology was ready for a change. Freud had 
helped people understand their feelings, but his methods were slow, 
murky, and honestly, a little hand-wavy. At the same time, 
behaviorism—where humans were treated like stimulus-response 
machines—had flattened emotional life into a lab rat's obstacle course. 

What came next was the cognitive revolution, which brought emotions 
back into the spotlight—but through a different door: your thoughts. 

94 Ingle, M. (2021). Western individualism and psychotherapy: Exploring the edges of ecological being. 
Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 61(6), 925–938. 

93 Greenberg, L. S. (2022). Emotion-focused therapy: Coaching clients to work through their feelings 
(2nd ed.). American Psychological Association.  
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The breakthrough came from Aaron Beck. He started out as a 
psychoanalyst, trying to prove Freud's idea that depression was caused 
by repressed anger. But when he really listened to his patients, he didn't 
find buried rage. He found repetitive, self-critical thoughts. Not 
unconscious conflict—just bad mental habits running on autopilot.95 

Beck's insight was deceptively simple: people weren't depressed 
because of what happened to them—they were depressed because of 
the way they interpreted what happened. Their thoughts were the issue. 
Change the thoughts, and the emotions shift too. 

This became the foundation of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, or CBT. 
Instead of diving deep into your past, CBT looks at what's going on in 
your head in the present moment. Your thoughts, your feelings, and your 
behaviors are all connected in a triangle—change one corner, and the 
others shift too.96 

Say you walk into a room and no one looks up. You might think, “They're 
ignoring me.” That thought makes you feel rejected, which makes you 
withdraw, which reinforces the belief that people don't like you. CBT 
teaches you to catch that thought, challenge it, and replace it with 
something more balanced—like “Maybe they're just busy.” Small shift. 
Big ripple.​
Another voice in this movement was Albert Ellis, who developed 
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT). Ellis's model was blunt but 
effective: your emotional responses aren't directly caused by what 
happens to you, but by how you interpret what happens. An event (A) 
triggers your beliefs and thoughts about that event (B), and those 
beliefs create your emotional consequences (C).97 So the real sequence 
is A→B→C, not A→C. Your thoughts are the middleman, which means 
they're also your point of leverage. 

A bit later came Richard Lazarus, who brought science into the mix with 
his appraisal theory. He showed that before we react emotionally, we 
subconsciously assess whether something is a threat or an 

97 Dryden, W., & Bond, F. W. (1994). Reason and emotion in psychotherapy: Albert Ellis. The British 
journal of psychiatry : The journal of mental science, 165(1), 131–135. 

96 Beck, A. T. (1976). Cognitive therapy and the emotional disorders. International Universities Press. 
95 Beck, A. T. (1970). Depression: Causes and treatment. University of Pennsylvania Press. 
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opportunity—and whether we think we can handle it. It's that appraisal, 
and not the situation itself which determines our emotional reaction.98 

Later, James Gross refined this idea into something super practical: the 
Process Model of Emotion Regulation.99 He broke down the emotional 
process into stages where we can intervene: 

1.​ Situation Selection: Choosing where you go or who you're with.​
 

2.​ Situation Modification: Changing the environment to reduce 
impact.​
 

3.​ Attentional Deployment: Focusing on something else.​
 

4.​ Cognitive Change: Reappraising the situation.​
 

5.​ Response Modulation: Trying to alter your emotional expression 
after the emotion hits. 

Gross's model made emotional regulation teachable and became a 
playbook. Step in early, reframe early, and emotions don't spiral out of 
control. Wait too long, and you're just trying to mop up the mess. 

At the heart of all this is reappraisal, which is really powerful. Τhink 
about my stepmother again—instead of “She's attacking me,” I can think 
“She's feeling insecure and taking it out on me.” Same situation, 
completely different emotional outcome. It's the difference between 
“I'm failing” and “I'm learning.” Between “This is a disaster” and “This is 
uncomfortable but temporary.” Research has shown that people who 
use reappraisal regularly experience lower levels of anxiety, depression, 
and anger. They also have better memory, better relationships, and even 
lower cortisol levels.100 

100 Gross, J. J., & John, O. P. (2003). Individual differences in two emotion regulation processes: 
Implications for affect, relationships, and well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
85(2), 348–362. 

99 Gross, J. J. (1998). The emerging field of emotion regulation: An integrative review. Review of 
General Psychology, 2(3), 271–299. 

98 Lazarus, R. S. (1991). Emotion and adaptation. Oxford University Press. 
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Compare that to suppression—pretending you're fine when you're not. 
Suppression might help you get through a moment, but long-term it 
increases stress, worsens relationships, and erodes emotional 
resilience. 

CBT gives people real tools. Thought records. Behavior experiments. 
Ways to challenge cognitive distortions like all-or-nothing thinking, 
catastrophizing, and mind reading.101 You don't just “feel better.” You 
train your brain to stop inventing stories that hurt you. 

And the best part? Emotion regulation is learnable. You're not “bad at 
feelings.” You're just undertrained. The science is clear: people who 
practice reappraisal, mindfulness, and emotional flexibility get better at 
handling life. They don't avoid hard emotions—they just don't let those 
emotions run the show. 

CBT works especially well for anxiety, depression, phobias, and 
present-focused problems.102,103 The approach is structured, short-term, 
and goal-oriented. If you're overwhelmed and want tools now, this is 
where you start. 

CBT isn't perfect. It can feel too cerebral for some, too fast for trauma 
work, or too logic-driven for people stuck in emotional fog. Some clients 
even use it as an intellectual defense—talking about their feelings 
without actually feeling them. But for a huge range of emotional 
struggles, CBT is a game-changer. 

The heart gave us insight. The head gives us leverage. Next comes what 
happens when thinking doesn't help and you need to just let go. 

103 Wolitzky-Taylor, K. B., Horowitz, J. D., Powers, M. B., & Telch, M. J. (2008). Psychological approaches 
in the treatment of specific phobias: a meta-analysis. Clinical psychology review, 28(6), 1021–1037. 

102 Bhattacharya, S., Goicoechea, C., Heshmati, S., Carpenter, J. K., & Hofmann, S. G. (2023). Efficacy 
of cognitive behavioral therapy for anxiety-related disorders: A meta-analysis of recent literature. 
Current Psychiatry Reports, 25, 19–30.  

101 Burns, D. D. (1980). Feeling good: The new mood therapy. William Morrow and Company. 
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The Soul: Mindfulness, Acceptance, and the Art of 
Letting Go 

By the 1970s, psychology had gotten really good at dissecting thoughts 
and excavating childhood wounds. But there was a problem. Both the 
head and heart approaches assumed that emotional suffering needed to 
be solved. You had to challenge the thought. Or analyze the pattern. Fix 
something. Change something. 

Then along came a different idea—one borrowed from ancient Eastern 
traditions: maybe suffering isn't always about the emotion itself. Maybe 
the resistance to it is what keeps you stuck. 

This philosophical shift started slowly, as mindfulness crept into 
psychology through the back door. Not as meditation. Not as incense 
and gongs. But as a practical tool for emotional regulation. Stay with the 
moment. Watch your feelings, don't fight them. And maybe, just maybe, 
they stop being so overwhelming. 

One of the biggest names in this space is Marsha Linehan, creator of 
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT). She didn't come at this as a 
detached academic. She came at it as someone who had been through 
the emotional wringer herself: severe dysregulation, suicidality, 
hospitals. When nothing worked, she had a revelation: she didn't need to 
change who she was—she needed to accept herself first.104 

That became the foundation of DBT: acceptance and change. Not 
either/or. Both. It was a therapeutic middle finger to the rigidity of 
traditional CBT. Linehan realized you could validate people's emotional 
reality and give them tools to grow. 

DBT works through four core skill areas: mindfulness, distress 
tolerance, emotional regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. But it 
all starts with presence. Can you sit with what you're feeling without 
running from it, fixing it, or exploding? Can you notice what's happening 
inside you without judging it or pushing it away? 

104 Linehan, M. M. (1993). Cognitive-behavioral treatment of borderline personality disorder. Guilford 
Press. 
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Meanwhile, on the medical side, Jon Kabat-Zinn was introducing 
mindfulness to patients dealing with chronic pain and illness. His 
program, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) didn't promise 
enlightenment. It promised relief—and it delivered.105 Turns out, 
teaching people to gently pay attention to their bodies and breath 
lowered their stress, improved immune function, and helped them 
tolerate discomfort without spinning out.106,107 

And then there's Steven Hayes, who built Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT). Hayes wasn't interested in fighting thoughts. He didn't 
care whether your thoughts were irrational or not. His question was 
simpler: Are they useful?108 ACT helps people shift from “fixing 
feelings” to acting from values. Feel the fear—and do the thing anyway. 
Not because you've tamed the fear, but because what matters is more 
important than being comfortable. 

ACT gives people six tools:109 

1.​ Acceptance involves learning to make space for difficult thoughts, 
emotions, and sensations rather than fighting or avoiding them. 
Instead of trying to eliminate anxiety or sadness, you acknowledge 
these experiences as part of being human and allow them to exist 
without letting them control your behavior.​
 

2.​ Defusion teaches you to change your relationship with your 
thoughts rather than believing them automatically. You learn to see 
thoughts as mental events—words and images in your 
mind—rather than absolute truths. Techniques include observing 

109 Barrett, K., O'Connor, M., & McHugh, L. (2019). A systematic review of values-based psychometric 
tools within acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). The Psychological Record, 69, 457–485.  

108 Hayes, S. C., Strosahl, K. D., & Wilson, K. G. (1999). Acceptance and commitment therapy: An 
experiential approach to behavior change. Guilford Press. 

107 Black, D. S., & Slavich, G. M. (2016). Mindfulness meditation and the immune system: a systematic 
review of randomized controlled trials. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1373(1), 13–24. 

106 Chiesa, A., & Serretti, A. (2009). Mindfulness-based stress reduction for stress management in 
healthy people: a review and meta-analysis. Journal of alternative and complementary medicine (New 
York, N.Y.), 15(5), 593–600.  

105 Kabat-Zinn, J. (2013). Full catastrophe living: How to cope with stress, pain and illness using 
mindfulness meditation. Piatkus. 
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thoughts without judgment or creating distance by saying “I'm 
having the thought that…”​
 

3.​ Present-moment awareness involves cultivating mindful attention 
to what's happening right now instead of getting lost in past 
regrets or future worries. This includes noticing your immediate 
sensory experiences, emotions, and thoughts without trying to 
change them.​
 

4.​ Self-as-context helps you recognize that you are the observer of 
your experiences, not the experiences themselves. You're not your 
anxiety, your memories, or your roles—you're the consciousness 
that notices all these things. This creates psychological flexibility 
and perspective. 

5.​ Values clarification involves identifying what truly matters to 
you—the qualities of action and being that give your life meaning 
and purpose. Values are chosen life directions (like being a caring 
parent or committed friend) rather than achievable goals.​
 

6.​ Committed action means taking concrete steps toward your 
values, even when it's difficult or uncomfortable. This involves 
setting goals that align with your values and persisting with 
meaningful behavior despite obstacles, setbacks, or difficult 
internal experiences. 

But it all boils down to one principle: psychological flexibility. Can you 
feel something hard and still do something meaningful? 

All three approaches—DBT, MBSR, and ACT—share the same core 
truth: emotions are not enemies. They're not viruses to be scrubbed out. 
They're visitors. They come, they stay, and they leave. The more you 
fight them, the longer they linger. The more you watch them with some 
openness and curiosity, the less grip they have. 
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This is also where emotional maturity gets interesting—learning to hold 
contradictions. In Western culture, we want clean emotional categories. 
Happy. Sad. Calm. Angry. We want clarity. But life doesn't work that way. 
You can be proud of your work and still insecure about it. You can feel 
love and frustration simultaneously. You can grieve someone and feel 
relief at the same time. This isn't a sign that something's wrong with 
you, you're just paying attention to reality. 

Eastern traditions have long made peace with this messiness. Taoism, 
Buddhism, Confucianism—all teach that opposites coexist. The work 
isn't to resolve contradictions—it's to live skillfully with them. 

Mindfulness and acceptance-based therapies are especially helpful 
when emotions feel chronic, stuck, or existential. When it feels like 
there's no fix or solution. Just a new way to relate to what hurts. 

They work particularly well for: 

●​ Trauma, where CBT can feel too fast or invalidating.110 
●​ Perfectionism and shame spirals, where the real work is 

self-compassion.111 
●​ Chronic illness or stress, where fighting pain only adds more pain112. 
●​ Big life transitions, like grief, aging, identity shifts, where the job 

isn't to change anything, just to sit with it and accept it.113 

113 Zhang, X., Wang, J., Wang, Y., Wang, J., & Luo, F. (2025). The effects of mindfulness on shame: 
Exploring mediation by cognitive flexibility and self-compassion in a Chinese adult population. PsyCh 
journal, 14(2), 277–289.  

112 Veehof, M. M., Trompetter, H. R., Bohlmeijer, E. T., & Schreurs, K. M. (2016). Acceptance- and 
mindfulness-based interventions for the treatment of chronic pain: A meta-analytic review. Cognitive 
behaviour therapy, 45(1), 5–31.  

111 Ong, C. W., Barney, J. L., Barrett, T. S., Lee, E. B., Levin, M. E., & Twohig, M. P. (2019). The role of 
psychological inflexibility and self-compassion in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy for clinical 
perfectionism. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science, 13, 7–16.  

110 Rowe-Johnson, M. K., Browning, B., & Scott, B. (2025). Effects of acceptance and commitment 
therapy on trauma-related symptoms: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Psychological trauma : 
theory, research, practice and policy, 17(3), 668–675.  
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The Body: Where Emotions Actually Live 

For most of psychology's history, the body got ignored. Freud was 
obsessed with dreams. CBT got lost in your thoughts. Even mindfulness, 
for all its focus on awareness, often treated the body like background 
noise.​
​
But this changed dramatically in the 1990s when Antonio Damasio114 
(the same guy we opened this guide with) was studying patients with 
damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex. These patients weren't 
unintelligent. They could reason through problems and explain risks like 
anyone else. But when it came to making decisions—basic stuff like 
picking an apartment or deciding who to trust—they completely 
collapsed. 

The problem wasn't logic, but feeling. They had lost their connection to 
what Damasio called “somatic markers”—the physical cues that tell 
your brain how to steer through uncertainty. A gut twist when 
something feels off. That drop in your chest when you're about to make 
a mistake. These are the body's way of keeping you emotionally 
tethered to your choices. 

Damasio's breakthrough was simple but radical: emotions aren't purely 
mental events—they're also bodily states that rise up and inform the 
brain. You don't think your way into feeling. You feel your way into 
thinking. 

Decision-making isn't just about knowing facts—it's about reading your 
internal compass. When that channel is damaged or muted, you can be 
intellectually “correct” and still make terrible choices. 

His research reframed emotional regulation not as a purely cognitive 
skill, but as an embodied one. If you're not tuned into your internal 
signals—heart rate, breath, muscle tension—you're flying blind. 

This insight doesn't just apply to brain damage cases. It applies to all of 
us, all the time. If you've ever said, “I knew it in my gut, but I ignored it,” 

114 Damasio, A. R. (1994). Descartes' error: Emotion, reason, and the human brain. Putnam Publishing. 
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you already understand Damasio's point. Your body knows first. Your 
brain just catches up. 

Then came Stephen Porges, who developed the Polyvagal Theory.115 He 
showed that the nervous system isn't operating with just an on/off 
button. It's tiered. There's fight-or-flight, sure—but there's also “freeze,” 
and most importantly, there's social engagement—that sweet spot 
where you feel calm, connected, and safe. You can't fake that state with 
thoughts. You have to feel it in your body. And unless your nervous 
system knows you're safe, no amount of positive thinking will help. 

This matters most when we talk about trauma. Trauma doesn't just live 
in your memories—it gets locked in your muscles, your breath, your 
posture. The body learns to brace. And unless it's shown how to let go, 
no amount of talking about your childhood is going to fix the tension in 
your gut. 

That's where Peter Levine's Somatic Experiencing comes in. He noticed 
that wild animals, even after surviving life-threatening events, don't get 
PTSD. Why? Because they discharge the stress—they literally shake it 
off. Humans, on the other hand, override that process. When we freeze, 
shut down, or suppress, the trauma gets stuck.116 

Levine's method teaches people to tune into physical sensations to work 
with the body, not against it. You don't relive trauma—you restore 
regulation. You learn to move between tension and calm. To feel safe in 
your skin again. 

And then there's the everyday stuff. The boring-but-critical things that 
pull the emotional strings behind the scenes: sleep, hydration, nutrition, 
hormones, and movement. 

●​ Sleep deprivation jacks up your amygdala and cuts off your 
prefrontal cortex—emotionally, it's like walking around drunk with 

116 Levine, P. A. (1997). Waking the tiger: Healing trauma. North Atlantic Books. 

115 Porges, S. W. (2011). The polyvagal theory: Neurophysiological foundations of emotions, attachment, 
communication, and self-regulation. W.W. Norton & Company. 
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anxiety.117 Miss one night and your brain treats minor annoyances 
like major threats.​
 

●​ When you're even slightly dehydrated (just 1–2% of body weight), 
you become irritable and foggy without realizing why.118 Your brain 
literally can't function at full capacity.​
 

●​ Nutrient deficiencies like B12 or iron don't just make you 
tired—they mimic depression and anxiety so closely that doctors 
sometimes miss the real cause.119 Meanwhile, blood sugar crashes 
from skipping meals or eating junk make you feel emotionally 
unstable for seemingly no reason.120​
 

●​ Movement? It's not about getting abs—it's about keeping your 
brain from boiling over. Exercise helps process cortisol, rebalances 
neurotransmitters, and gives your nervous system a reset button. 
Even a 10-minute walk can shift your entire emotional state.121 

Then there's interoception—your ability to perceive internal bodily 
signals. People who are more in tune with their heart rate, breath, and 
gut sensations tend to regulate emotions better. They don't get 
blindsided by feelings—they notice them rising and can respond before 
the spiral hits.122 

122Craig A. D. (2002). How do you feel? Interoception: the sense of the physiological condition of the 
body. Nature reviews. Neuroscience, 3(8), 655–666.  

121 Pedersen, B. K., & Saltin, B. (2015). Exercise as medicine – evidence for prescribing exercise as 
therapy in 26 different chronic diseases. Scandinavian Journal of Medicine and Science in Sports, 
25(S3), 1–72.  

120 Isherwood, C. M., van der Veen, D. R., Hassanin, H., Skene, D. J., & Johnston, J. D. (2023). Human 
glucose rhythms and subjective hunger anticipate meal timing. Current Biology, 33(7), 1321-1326.e3.  

119 Zielińska, M., Łuszczki, E., & Dereń, K. (2023). Dietary nutrient deficiencies and risk of depression. 
Nutrients, 15(11), 2433. 

118 Young, H.A., Cousins, A., Johnston, S. et al. (2019). Autonomic adaptations mediate the effect of 
hydration on brain functioning and mood: Evidence from two randomized controlled trials. Sci Rep 9, 
16412  

117 Goldstein, A. N., & Walker, M. P. (2014). The role of sleep in emotional brain function. Annual review 
of clinical psychology, 10, 679–708. 
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It may sound woo-woo, but this is pure physiology. And for people with 
trauma or chronic stress, body-first therapy is often the only approach 
that works. You don't start with thoughts or even feelings. You start with 
sensation. 

Body-based approaches shine when people:123 

●​ Feel disconnected or numb 
●​ Have trauma stored in the body 
●​ Struggle with panic, chronic pain, or compulsive behavior 
●​ Need regulation tools that aren't purely cognitive 

This school is less about insight and more about embodiment. Less 
“What do you think?” and more “What do you feel in your chest right 
now?” Coming back to the one place you actually live in—your body. 

123 Rosendahl, S., Sattel, H., & Lahmann, C. (2021). Effectiveness of body psychotherapy: A systematic 
review and meta-analysis. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 12, 709798.  
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The Integrated Toolkit 

If you've made it this far, you've just traveled through over a century of 
psychological research on emotional regulation. But here's the thing: 
knowing about these four schools isn't the same as knowing how to use 
them. 

Real emotional regulation isn't about picking a favorite approach and 
sticking with it. It's about becoming fluent in all four languages—then 
choosing the right one for the moment you're in. 
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Matching Tools to Moments 

●​ When patterns keep repeating (same relationship drama, same 
triggers, same emotional spirals), reach for the Heart. Ask yourself: 
What's this really about? When did this pattern start? What's the 
deeper wound that keeps getting poked? Sometimes you need 
archaeology, not just first aid.​
 

●​ When thoughts are running the show (catastrophizing, ruminating, 
creating stories that make everything worse), engage the Head. 
Challenge the narrative. Reality-test your assumptions. Ask: Is this 
thought helpful? Is it even true? What would I tell a friend in this 
situation?​
 

●​ When you're fighting what can't be changed (grief, chronic illness, 
life transitions, the basic messiness of being human), turn to the 
Soul. Stop pushing against reality. Practice sitting with discomfort 
without making it worse. Ask: How can I make space for this? What 
matters most right now?​
 

●​ When emotions feel overwhelming or disconnected (panic 
attacks, numbness, trauma responses, chronic stress), start with 
the Body. Check your basics: sleep, food, movement, breath. Feel 
your feet on the ground. Notice what's happening in your chest, 
your gut, your shoulders. Sometimes regulation begins with a glass 
of water and five deep breaths. 

Building Your Personal System 

The most emotionally resilient people don't just know these tools—they 
layer them. They might start with body awareness (noticing tension in 
their jaw), move to cognitive reframing (reminding themselves this 
meeting isn't life-or-death), practice acceptance (this anxiety is 
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temporary), and then dig deeper later (exploring why presentations 
trigger such intense fear). 

This isn't about becoming perfect. It's about becoming responsive 
instead of reactive. It's the difference between being hijacked by your 
emotions and having a conversation with them. 

The Real Goal 

Here's what emotional regulation actually looks like in practice: You still 
feel everything. The anger, the sadness, the fear, the joy—it's all still 
there. But now you have options. You can feel angry without becoming 
cruel. Sad without drowning. Afraid without paralysis. 

You're not trying to feel good all the time. You're trying to feel 
human—fully, authentically, and without apology. And when the 
difficult stuff shows up (because it will), you know what to do with it. 

That's the real victory: not the absence of difficult emotions, but the 
presence of choice in how you respond to them.​
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Emotional Intelligence: Brilliant or 
Bullshit? 

What Emotional Intelligence Was Supposed to Mean 

Emotional intelligence (EI) was first introduced by psychologists Peter 
Salovey and John Mayer in 1990 as the ability to monitor one's own and 
others' emotions, to distinguish between them, and to use that 
information to guide thought and behavior.124 Their focus was squarely 
on the psychological nuts and bolts—how people perceive, understand, 
and manage emotions. 

But it wasn't until Daniel Goleman's 1995 book, Emotional Intelligence, 
that the term took on a new life of its own.125 Goleman expanded the 
concept into five big traits: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 
empathy, and social skills. And he didn't stop there—he also made the 
provocative claim that emotional intelligence might be more important 
than IQ when it comes to success, with one of the most quoted (and 
least questioned) claims being that “EQ accounts for 80% of success in 
life.” 

This redefinition helped EQ become a pop-psych staple, but also 
opened it up to serious academic critique. Researchers quickly pointed 
out that EQ overlaps heavily with already-established personality traits, 
especially agreeableness, neuroticism, and conscientiousness in the Big 
Five model.126 Making matters worse, there's no single, agreed-upon way 
to measure emotional intelligence. 

Because it tries to explain so much, some academics have dismissed EQ 
as little more than a buzzy rebranding of older ideas. If a concept covers 
every emotional ability under the sun, it risks becoming so vague that it 
predicts nothing. 

126 Gross, J. J. (2015). Emotion regulation: Current status and future prospects. Psychological Inquiry, 
26(1), 1-26. 

125 Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ. Bantam Books. 

124Salovey, P., & Mayer, J. D. (1989-1990). Emotional intelligence. Imagination, Cognition and Personality, 
9(3), 185–211. 
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However, when you look beneath the hype, core emotional skills like 
regulation, labeling, and empathy adjustment remain both real and 
trainable. These aren't vague traits—they're practical tools that people 
can actually improve. And that shifts the conversation. Maybe the 
question isn't, “Am I emotionally intelligent?” but, “Which emotional 
skills do I want to get better at?” 

​

 

Adapted from Goleman's model of Emotional Intelligence (1995). 

Is Emotional Intelligence Real, or Just a Repackaged 
Personality Trait? 

So is emotional intelligence actually its own thing, or is it just a remix of 
personality traits we already know? 

This debate has been going on for decades. Critics argue that EQ 
doesn't hold up as a distinct psychological construct. Their strongest 
evidence? The substantial overlap with Big Five personality traits 
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mentioned earlier—particularly in how these traits already predict 
many of the same outcomes EQ claims to explain.127 

Then there's the measurement problem. Dozens of tests claim to 
measure EQ, but they're all over the place. Some are self-reports, where 
people rate their own emotional abilities. Others are 
performance-based, with more objective tasks. But self-reports mostly 
reflect how you see yourself—not necessarily how emotionally skilled 
you actually are. That means they often end up measuring traits like 
confidence or optimism instead of anything distinctly “emotional”. 

And even when researchers try to run the numbers, emotional 
intelligence doesn't consistently outperform basic personality traits or 
IQ when it comes to predicting success. It's often hyped as a magic 
bullet in business and leadership—but the data just isn't that 
compelling once you control for other variables.128 As a result, some 
academics have thrown up their hands and called EI a pseudo-scientific 
buzzword: too vague, too sprawling, and too hard to test. 

But… 

Supporters of EQ don't necessarily claim it's some revolutionary 
discovery. Instead, they argue that it gives us a framework for thinking 
about how emotional skills can be learned, sharpened, and applied in 
the real world.129 Even if EQ isn't a clean-cut psychological category, the 
underlying tools—like managing emotions in a tough conversation, 
staying calm under pressure, or picking up on what someone's not 
saying—are practical and teachable. 

So maybe the real problem isn't that EQ overlaps with other traits. 
Maybe the real problem is expecting it to be a grand unified theory of 
human emotional behavior. It doesn't need to be. What matters is 
whether it helps us get better at navigating life. 

129 Bar-On, R. (2007). The Bar-On model of emotional intelligence: A valid, robust and applicable EI 
model. Organisations and People. 

128 Hogeveen, J., Salvi, C., & Grafman, J. (2016). 'Emotional Intelligence': Lessons from lesions. Trends 
in neurosciences, 39(10), 694-705. 

127 Alegre, A., Pérez-Escoda, N., & López-Cassá, E. (2019). The relationship between trait emotional 
intelligence and personality: Is trait EI really anchored within the Big Five, Big Two and Big One 
frameworks? Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 866. 
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In that sense, emotional intelligence might not be scientifically 
pristine—but it is useful. And that's probably a better test of value 
anyway. 

Practical Applications and Limitations of Emotional 
Intelligence 

Even if emotional intelligence is a fuzzy concept academically, it's found 
solid ground in real-world settings—especially in schools, workplaces, 
and therapy. 

Educational programs teaching emotional skills like self-regulation, 
empathy, and communication have shown encouraging results globally. 
Students who receive this training tend to demonstrate improved 
behavior, academic performance, and peer relationships.130​
​
In business contexts, managers with high emotional intelligence excel 
at leading teams, resolving conflicts, and creating productive cultures. 
They're more effective at maintaining team cohesion rather than letting 
it deteriorate. Teams led by emotionally intelligent leaders tend to be 
more collaborative and achieve stronger results.131 

Therapeutic applications have integrated EQ concepts into 
cognitive-behavioral and mindfulness-based treatments. Skills like 
emotional regulation and awareness are now considered essential for 
managing anxiety, depression, and stress—and they're explicitly trained 
in many therapy programs. 

The challenges emerge in implementation. Not all training programs are 
created equal. Some are rigorous and evidence-based. Others are little 
more than corporate fluff wrapped in buzzwords. Simply labeling 

131 Coronado-Maldonado, I., & Benítez-Márquez, M.-D. (2023). Emotional intelligence, leadership, and 
work teams: A hybrid literature review. Heliyon, 9(10), Article e20356.  

130 Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The impact of 
enhancing students' social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal 
interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405–432.  
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something “emotional intelligence training” doesn't guarantee 
effectiveness. 

There's also a risk of treating EQ like a silver bullet. Companies 
sometimes over-prioritize emotional intelligence and neglect other 
critical skills—like actual competence, strategic thinking, or technical 
knowledge. That's a recipe for hiring nice people who don't get results. 

In therapy and coaching, EQ-based strategies are helpful—but again, 
they're not cure-alls. Emotional intelligence can be a powerful tool, but 
it's not a replacement for a good diagnosis, solid research, or 
appropriate clinical care.  

Bottom line: emotional intelligence can make a real difference—but 
only when it's taught well, used thoughtfully, and understood as one 
piece of the puzzle, not the whole damn picture. 

The Real Value of Emotional Intelligence 

Let's be honest—emotional intelligence didn't live up to the hype. It's 
not the revolutionary, all-powerful predictor of success that early 
advocates claimed it would be. It's not a shortcut to being happy, rich, or 
admired. And it's definitely not a replacement for competence, 
discipline, or basic common sense. 

This doesn't make it worthless. 

When you strip away the grand claims and corporate buzzwords, what 
remains are essential emotional skills—emotional regulation, empathy, 
social awareness—that genuinely matter. These skills improve how we 
relate to others, handle conflict, communicate effectively, and cope with 
stress. They're real, trainable, and demonstrably effective. 

Rather than debating whether emotional intelligence is a “real thing,” 
we should ask: Which emotional skills do I actually need to develop? 
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In high-pressure environments—whether it's a team under deadline, a 
strained relationship, or managing your own internal chaos—these 
skills aren't optional. They're essential. The value lies not in the grand 
theory, but in the practical tools that help us navigate our emotional 
lives more skillfully. 
 
 
 

 

 

Solved EMOTIONS GUIDE 88 

 



 

Relationships and Emotional Compatibility 

 

Relationships and Emotional Compatibility 
Being good at relationships isn't about feeling the right things—it's 
about handling your emotional mess in a way that doesn't make your 
partner want to strangle you. 

I'm not here to tell you to “communicate more” or “just be vulnerable.” 
You've heard that a million times. Instead, we're breaking down how 
emotional regulation—the stuff you do after the feelings hit—either 
makes or breaks your connection. It's not the anger, sadness, or anxiety 
that screws things up; it's what you do with them that turns a moment 
into either closeness or chaos. 

Whether you're someone who bottles things up until they explode, or 
you're the type who needs to talk it out right now or you'll die, this 
section will help you understand your own emotional style and your 
partner's. 

We'll break down what emotional compatibility actually looks like, why 
it's less about finding “the one” and more about learning each other's 
emotional language, and how things like gender conditioning, 
attachment styles, and pacing mismatches can quietly derail intimacy. 

You Don't Just Feel, You Regulate 

When it comes to emotions in relationships, it's not just about what you 
feel—it's about what you do with those feelings. 

Every emotional moment is basically two things happening at once: 

The Feeling Itself: This is the raw, unfiltered stuff—fear, jealousy, 
shame, excitement, frustration. It bottles up because you're human and 
you care. You can't really stop this part, and trying to is like yelling at 
the ocean to stop making waves. 

The Regulation Strategy: This is where it gets interesting. You either: 
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●​ Express: “I need to tell you how I feel.” 
●​ Suppress: “Let's not talk about this.” 
●​ Distract: “Hey, want to watch something?” 
●​ Withdraw: “I just need some space.” 
●​ Vocalize/Vent: “Let me just unload for a second.” 
●​ Reappraise: “Maybe it's not as bad as I think.” 

It's not the emotion that screws things up—it's how we regulate it that 
determines whether a moment becomes a connection or a 
catastrophe.132 

Too often, people think their relationship issues are about what they're 
feeling. But the real issue is usually how they're dealing with it. You're 
not fighting because you're angry. You're fighting because one of you 
wants to talk it out immediately, and the other wants to lock themselves 
in a dark room and listen to sad music until the heat dies down. 

These differences aren't a result of incompatibility. They're just 
mismatches in regulation style. Once you understand that, you stop 
calling your partner “dramatic” or “emotionally unavailable” and start 
realizing, “Oh, we're just using different tools from different toolboxes.” 

Prevention-Focused vs. Promotion-Focused Partners 

You and your partner might both want the same thing—love, 
connection, emotional safety—but you might be going about it in 
completely opposite ways based on your underlying regulatory focus. 

●​ Prevention-Focused: These people are the emotional equivalent of 
walking on black ice—careful, cautious, and trying not to make 
anything worse. Their focus? Avoid conflict. Minimize risk. Keep 
things calm. That means using suppression, distraction, or taking 
space when things get tense. Their goal isn't disconnection—it's 

132 Gross, J. J. (2015). Emotion regulation: Current status and future prospects. Psychological Inquiry, 
26(1), 1-26.  
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stability and security.133​
 

●​ Promotion-Focused: These folks are all about growth and 
closeness. They want to dive in, talk it out, and get to the emotional 
bottom of things. Venting, sharing, crying, overanalyzing? Part of 
the package. Their goal? Intimacy, not just peace—they're focused 
on gains and positive outcomes in the relationship. 

One partner wants to pause and breathe. The other wants to talk it 
through—right now. So what happens? 

●​ The promotion-focused partner feels abandoned or rejected. 
●​ The prevention-focused partner feels overwhelmed and 

suffocated. 

And just like that, you're not arguing about the issue anymore—you're 
arguing about how you argue. And both partners end up feeling like the 
other just doesn't care enough. 

The truth is, the problem isn't love. The problem is pacing. It's not about 
“who's more emotional” or “who cares more.” It's about needing different 
emotional processing speeds. 

Once you realize this is a regulation mismatch—not a lack of 
affection—you can stop making it personal and start building a bridge 
between your styles. 

Regulation Styles in Relationships 

Think of emotional regulation styles like communication dialects. We all 
speak “emotion,” but some of us scream it, some whisper it, and others 
pretend it doesn't exist. Research identifies several distinct patterns of 

133 Winterheld, H. A., & Simpson, J. A. (2011). Seeking security or growth: A regulatory focus 
perspective on motivations in romantic relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
101(5), 935-954.  
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how people manage emotions in close relationships.134​
Here are the big four: 

1.​ Suppressors​
These are your emotional ninjas. You wouldn't even know they're 
upset because they've trained themselves to go full stealth mode. 
They withdraw, go silent, and filter everything through a rational 
sieve before even thinking about speaking up. ​
​
The problem? You can't connect to what you can't see. So even 
though they're internally working through a storm, it often feels to 
their partner like nothing's happening—which can be frustrating as 
hell135. While suppression can be adaptive in some contexts, 
chronic suppression in relationships is linked to decreased intimacy 
and relationship satisfaction.136​
 

2.​ Expressers​
These are the people who process emotions by sharing them. Every 
feeling becomes a conversation, a text, or a social media post. They 
think out loud and need dialogue to make sense of their 
experiences.​
Their transparency can be refreshing, but their emotional intensity 
sometimes overwhelms those who prefer quieter ways of being. 
While others reflect privately, Expressers heal and process through 
connection—creating deep bonds with some while exhausting 
others who find such openness too much to handle.​
​
 

136 Levenson, R. W., Haase, C. M., Bloch, L., Holley, S. R., & Seider, B. H. (2014). Emotion regulation in 
couples. In J. J. Gross (Ed.), Handbook of emotion regulation (2nd ed., pp. 267-283). Guilford Press. 

135 Winterheld, H. A., & Simpson, J. A. (2011). Seeking security or growth: A regulatory focus 
perspective on motivations in romantic relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
101(5), 935-954.  

134 Butler, E. A., & Randall, A. K. (2013). Emotional coregulation in close relationships. Emotion Review, 
5(2), 202–210.  
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3.​ Externalizers​

These people manage difficult emotions by redirecting them 
outward. Anxiety becomes accusation, fear becomes criticism, and 
vulnerability gets hidden behind blame. It's a protective 
reflex—keeping their softer feelings shielded by projecting 
discomfort onto others.​
What appears as hostility is usually self-defense. The 
finger-pointing and fault-finding mask deeper worries about 
inadequacy or rejection. This outward focus provides temporary 
relief from internal pain, but often damages the very relationships 
they're trying to protect.137​
 

4.​ Internalizers​
When emotions become overwhelming, these people retreat 
inward. They shut down rather than lash out, choosing silence and 
withdrawal as their safety net. The world gets muted, feelings get 
buried, and they disappear into themselves.​
This emotional cocooning might feel protective to them, but it 
leaves others stranded—mid-conversation, mid-conflict, 
mid-connection. Their "I'm fine" becomes a wall that keeps 
everyone at arm's length, including the people trying to help or 
understand them. 

The Gender Divide in Regulation Styles 

If you think your emotional style is just “how you are,” think again. A lot 
of it is how you were taught to be. And surprise: gender norms have 
been schooling us since birth. Research consistently shows that 

137 Simpson, J. A., & Rholes, W. S. (2017). Adult attachment, stress, and romantic relationships. Current 
Opinion in Psychology, 13, 19-24.  
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socialization practices shape emotion regulation strategies differently 
for men and women.138,139 

Boys Don't Cry. Girls Don't Get Angry. 

Most guys are taught that emotions = weakness—unless it's anger, of 
course. Anger's allowed. Everything else? Bury it, and man up already. 
Don't be a wimp. So by the time a boy hits adulthood, he's been so 
thoroughly conditioned to suppress emotion that he thinks “feelings” 
are just... indigestion. 

This constant suppression might make him look stoic or composed—but 
it often means he's lonely as hell, disconnected from his own needs, and 
using withdrawal or aggression as default coping tools. 

On the flip side, women are typically raised to feel—but in the 
“acceptable” way. Empathy, warmth, sadness? Cool. Anger? 
Assertiveness? Not so much. So while they might grow up with stronger 
emotional vocabularies, they're also more prone to burnout from 
people-pleasing and emotional over-responsibility. 

These gender norms don't just shape behavior—they shape how people 
regulate emotion. Research shows men tend to default to suppression 
and distraction, while women are more likely to use cognitive 
reappraisal and seek social support for emotion regulation.140 

However, neither is automatically better. What matters is developing 
emotional flexibility—being able to adjust your strategy to the situation. 

Sometimes, those socially ingrained emotional habits can become 
strengths. Women, for instance, often excel at cognitive reappraisal, 
which protects against emotional exhaustion. And yes, sometimes 

140 Nolen-Hoeksema, S. (2012). Emotion regulation and psychopathology: The role of gender. Annual 
Review of Clinical Psychology, 8, 161-187.  

139 Perchtold, C. M., Papousek, I., Fink, A., Weber, H., Rominger, C., & Weiss, E. M. (2019). Gender 
differences in generating cognitive reappraisals for threatening situations: Reappraisal capacity shields 
against depressive symptoms in men, but not women. Frontiers in psychology, 10, 553.  

138 Jiang, X., Moreno, J., & Ng, Z. (2021). Examining the interplay of emotion regulation strategies, 
social stress, and gender in predicting life satisfaction of emerging adults. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 185, 111255. 
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suppression helps men hold it together in high-stress environments 
where vulnerability isn't safe or useful.141 

But let's be clear—this doesn't mean we should double down on 
stereotypes. It just means we can be honest about the fact that 
sometimes our emotional go-tos are not just coping tools but legit 
skills... as long as we stay open to learning new ones. 

Attachment Theory: The Foundation of Emotional 
Regulation in Relationships 

If your emotional regulation in relationships feels like a mess, it 
probably started way before Tinder and Sunday brunch fights. It started 
when you were a baby. 

Your Caregiver: Your First Emotional Training Ground 

Your ability to regulate emotions in relationships isn't just learned—it's 
wired through your earliest interactions. When babies are upset, they 
don't regulate themselves. They look to their caregiver. If the caregiver 
shows up with warmth and consistency, the baby learns, “Hey, emotions 
= connection.” If not? The baby learns to shut up or scream louder.142 

This wiring becomes your adult emotional style, also known as your 
attachment style, and it doesn't just disappear with age or a decent 
Spotify breakup playlist. 

The Four Core Styles (and What They Look Like in a 
Fight) 

 

1.​ Secure (approximately 50-60% of adults): These folks have their 
emotional regulation together. They're emotionally available 

142 Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base: Parent-child attachment and healthy human development. Basic 
Books. 

141 Mink, A. J., Maddox, M. M., Pinero, A. J. Z., & Crockett, E. E. (2022). Gender differences in the 
physiological effects of emotional regulation. The Journal of Social Psychology, 163(2), 256–268.  
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without being clingy, ask for help when they need it, and can 
handle stress without unraveling. In conflict, they stay engaged 
without losing their minds.143​
 

2.​ Anxious (approximately 20% of adults): This group feels emotions 
like they're on a four-alarm fire setting. Rejection feels 
catastrophic. They need reassurance like oxygen. In conflict, they 
might protest, spiral, or seek constant validation.144​
 

3.​ Avoidant (approximately 25% of adults): Avoidants are your 
classic “I'm fine” people. They downplay emotion, prioritize 
independence, and treat vulnerability like a bad rash. In conflict, 
they pull away, detach, or intellectualize their feelings.​
 

4.​ Disorganized (approximately 5-10% of adults): These individuals 
grew up with emotional chaos—caregivers who were both 
comforting and terrifying. As adults, they want connection but fear 
it. Their regulation patterns are often unpredictable, bouncing 
between clinging and shutting down.145 

The Good News: You're Not Stuck 

Even if your early wiring was more “caution tape” than “secure base,” 
you're not doomed. Thanks to neuroplasticity, secure relationships in 
adulthood can rewire your emotional patterns. This is what researchers 
call “earned security”—the ability to develop secure attachment 
patterns through corrective relationship experiences.146 

146 Johnson, S. M. (2019). Attachment theory in practice: Emotionally focused therapy (EFT) with 
individuals, couples, and families. The Guilford Press.  

145 Lyons-Ruth, K., & Jacobvitz, D. (2008). Attachment disorganization: Genetic factors, parenting 
contexts, and developmental transformation from infancy to adulthood. In J. Cassidy & P. R. Shaver 
(Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical applications (2nd ed., pp. 666–697). The 
Guilford Press. 

144 Fraley, R. C. (2002). Attachment stability from infancy to adulthood: Meta-analysis and dynamic 
modeling of developmental mechanisms. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 6(2), 123–151.  

143 Shaver, P. R., & Mikulincer, M. (2002). Attachment-related psychodynamics. Attachment & Human 
Development, 4(2), 133–161.  
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When you recognize that your partner's withdrawal or panic isn't 
personal, but a learned survival strategy, you gain the space to respond 
with compassion instead of judgment. 

Compatibility Equation: Knowing your attachment style + knowing how 
you regulate = better emotional connection. ​
​
That's the formula for turning emotional chaos into mutual 
understanding. 

​

 

Adapted from “Attachment Styles,” by Mind Help, n.d., based on Sheinbaum et al. (2015).147​

 

Healthy Couples Use Regulation Strategically 

Emotionally healthy couples don't magically avoid hard feelings. They 
still get mad. They still cry. They still shut down sometimes. The 
difference? They don't treat regulation styles like rigid identities—they 

147 Sheinbaum, T., Kwapil, T. R., Ballespí, S., Mitjavila, M., Chun, C. A., Silvia, P. J., & Barrantes-Vidal, N. 
(2015). Attachment style predicts affect, cognitive appraisals, and social functioning in daily life. 
Frontiers in psychology, 6, 296. 
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use them like tools . This flexibility is what researchers call 
“regulatory flexibility”—the ability to adaptively modify emotional 
responses based on situational demands.148 

Smart couples figure out when to express, when to reframe, when to 
take space, and when to just shut the hell up and breathe. 

This isn't avoidance, it's emotional jiu-jitsu—knowing how to shift 
techniques mid-conflict to avoid slamming into the same brick wall. 

●​ Healthy suppression: “I'm pissed but I'm going to take a breath 
before saying something I regret.” This isn't bottling. It's creating 
space to not blow things up. 

●​ Healthy reappraisal: “Maybe they're overwhelmed and not sure 
how to ask for help.” Now instead of snapping, you're curious—and 
that keeps the door open. 

●​ Healthy expression: “Can I talk about what I'm feeling right now?” 
This says, “I need to open up,” but also, “I respect your bandwidth.” 

●​ Healthy space-taking: “I want to be honest with you, but I need 20 
minutes to clear my head.” That's not ghosting. That's making space 
without slamming the door. 

It's not about using one approach 100% of the time. It's about learning 
how to pivot—and recognizing when your usual go-to strategy is going 
to make things worse. 

Partners who do this well don't just avoid fights—they recover faster, 
reconnect better, and build emotional muscle memory. They start to 
anticipate each other's regulation patterns, then adapt in real time. 

That's the relationship version of emotional fluency. 

148 Bonanno, G. A., & Burton, C. L. (2013). Regulatory flexibility: An individual differences perspective 
on coping and emotion regulation. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 8(6), 591-612.  
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Building Emotional Compatibility 

People love talking about “chemistry” like it's this magical, cosmic 
spark. But real emotional compatibility? That's not lightning—it's 
learned language. 

It's not about always feeling the same thing at the same time. It's about 
understanding how you and your partner process emotions—and being 
willing to learn each other's emotional dialect. 

It's the difference between talking to someone versus communicating 
with them. 

Couples who build emotional compatibility don't just fight less. They: 

●​ Snap out of conflict faster. 
●​ Support each other better when things get tough. 
●​ Feel safer being vulnerable. 
●​ Stay connected even under stress 149 

Why? Because they've stopped making emotional friction about 
character flaws and started treating it like a coordination problem. 

And the only way to coordinate emotionally is to do the work: identify 
your style, learn your partner's, and meet in the middle. 

The Four-Step Process to Building Emotional 
Compatibility 

Emotional compatibility doesn't happen because two people magically 
“just get each other.” It happens when two people are willing to figure 
each other out—on purpose.150 

150 An, U., Park, H. G., Han, D. E., & Kim, Y. (2022). Emotional suppression and psychological well-being 
in marriage: The role of regulatory focus and spousal behavior. International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 19(2), 973.  

149 Salvatore, J. E., Kuo, S. I., Steele, R. D., Simpson, J. A., & Collins, W. A. (2011). Recovering from 
conflict in romantic relationships: A developmental perspective. Psychological Science, 22(3), 
376-383.  
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Here's a four-step blueprint to help you do exactly that: 

Step 1: Discover Your Default Pattern 

You've got emotional habits. Some are loud. Some are quiet. Some are 
just weird. 

Start by figuring out your own baseline: 

●​ Expresser: You talk it out, usually right now. Silence feels like 
punishment. 

●​ Suppressor: You go inward. You look calm, but your brain's doing 
somersaults. 

●​ Avoider: You crack jokes, change the subject, or walk out. You hate 
“making a big deal.” 

●​ Overprocessor: You don't stop analyzing. You want to understand 
everything, down to the molecular level. 

Ask yourself: 

●​ What's your first instinct when emotions spike? 
●​ What did your family teach you about “big feelings”? 
●​ What emotions do you secretly hate dealing with? 

Most people are a mix—but knowing your top tendencies gives you a 
starting point. 

Step 2: Observe Your Partner's Pattern 

Before you jump into “Let's talk about our feelings” mode, watch. 

Look at: 

●​ What do they do when they're upset? 
●​ Do they ask for space or closeness? 
●​ What emotions do they show easily? Which ones seem off-limits? 
●​ Do they freeze, lash out, withdraw, explain, distract? 
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Learning their style gives you leverage. Not to manipulate—but to meet 
them better. 

Step 3: Build the Bridge 

Once you both know your styles, sit down and compare notes. Do this 
when you're calm—not mid-argument. 

Try questions like: 

●​ What helps you feel emotionally safe? 
●​ What shuts you down? 
●​ When you're upset, what do you wish I'd do? 
●​ How do you know when you've “processed enough”? 

It's not about changing each other—it's about respecting each other's 
wiring. 

Step 4: Make Agreements You Can Actually Use 

Here's where you move from theory to action: 

●​ In a fight? Agree on a “pause” word—and set a time to revisit the 
topic. 

●​ After a conflict? Don't assume you're/they're fine. Ask, “How are 
you feeling now? 

●​ In everyday life? Be specific. Don't say “whatever” when you mean 
“That hurt.” 

●​ Mismatch of styles? Let the expresser speak while the suppressor 
paces themselves. 

●​ Daily rituals? Find calming habits together—a walk, alone time, 
breathwork, whatever works. 

Emotional compatibility isn't perfect harmony. It's building enough 
understanding to not let your differences blow up your connection. 
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Expanding Emotional Compatibility Beyond Romance 

Emotional regulation isn't just a “relationship skill.” It's a life skill. And 
once you understand it, you start noticing it (or the lack of it) 
everywhere—friends, family, coworkers, even that one weird uncle. 

If you're sharp enough to spot the pattern, you gain an edge not just in 
relationships, but in basically every interaction you care about. 

The same tools that help you connect with a partner can transform 
every relationship. 

Ever had a friend who disappears whenever things get hard? Or one who 
needs to rehash every emotional hiccup like it's a Netflix special? Yeah, 
that's emotional regulation at play. Maybe they're avoidant. Maybe they 
externalize. Understanding that helps you stop taking it 
personally—and start interacting in ways that preserve the friendship 
instead of blowing it up. 

For example, if your overprocessing friend is spiraling over a vague text 
from their boss, you don't need to match their panic. Instead, you can 
say something like, “You're reading this like it's life or death. Let's think 
about it—what's the actual worst-case scenario here?” Boom. 
Reappraisal in action. You've just regulated their emotions with them. 

The same goes for work. That passive-aggressive email from your 
colleague? That wasn't about you—it was them trying (and failing) to 
suppress their anxiety. When you learn to recognize these cues, you 
stop reacting and start responding. You create space in conversations, 
defuse tension before it escalates, and position yourself as someone 
people feel safe around—which is an underrated superpower in any 
professional setting. 

Even parenting becomes a different game when you understand 
regulation.151 Say your kid is melting down because you served their 

151 Chang, L., Schwartz, D., Dodge, K. A., & McBride-Chang, C. (2003). Harsh parenting in relation to 
child emotion regulation and aggression. Journal of family psychology : JFP : journal of the Division of 
Family Psychology of the American Psychological Association (Division 43), 17(4), 598–606.  
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sandwich in triangles instead of squares. Classic emotional 
dysregulation. 

Your instinct might be to fix or distract. But if you can model calm, 
validate their feelings (“You really wanted squares, huh?”), and let them 
move through it without joining their chaos, you're teaching them 
(without explicitly using words) how to handle big feelings without 
breaking the world around them. That's emotional fluency on an 
intergenerational scale. 

Once you realize emotional regulation is the thing behind the thing in 
almost every relationship dynamic, you start playing life on a different 
level. You stop reacting to people's behaviors and start understanding 
the mechanics behind them. You become the calm in the room—not 
because you're emotionless, but because you know how to work with 
the storm instead of against it. 

The Real Goal: Regulatory Flexibility 

There's no “best” way to handle emotions. No one wins a gold medal for 
expressing their feelings the most. Keep in mind that suppression isn't 
always bad. Venting isn't always helpful. Reappraisal isn't always 
possible.152 

The real goal isn't to pick one style and live there forever—it's to get 
flexible. Emotionally, strategically, situationally flexible. That's what 
emotionally healthy people do: they adapt. They read the room, read 
themselves, and choose the response that won't blow things up (unless 
blowing things up is actually what's needed). 

This is what psychologists call regulatory flexibility—your ability to 
shift gears based on what the moment calls for, not what your default 
emotional habit wants to do. It's the difference between “This is just how 
I am" and "What's actually going to help right now?” Big difference. One 
keeps you stuck. The other keeps you connected. 

152 Geisler, F. C. M., & Schröder-Abé, M. (2015). Is emotion suppression beneficial or harmful? It 
depends on self-regulatory strength. Motivation and Emotion, 39(4), 553–562.  
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Let's say your partner is spiraling about something that makes no logical 
sense to you. The old you might roll your eyes, shut down, or start fixing. 
But the flexible you thinks, “Okay, this isn't about the logic—it's about 
making them feel safe first.” 

So you reappraise your instinct, validate their fear, and wait to 
troubleshoot until later. Voilà! Regulatory flexibility. 

Or maybe your boss gives you passive-aggressive feedback in front of a 
room full of people. Your first instinct might be to snap or shut down. 
But instead, you suppress for now, take a breath, and decide to bring it 
up privately later. That's not bottling up your emotions—a strategy.  

Flexibility also means knowing when your go-to strategy is the exact 
wrong move. If you're an expresser, maybe it's realizing that “talking it 
out” for the tenth time in an hour isn't helping—it's exhausting your 
partner. It might be time for a pause. 

If you're a suppressor, it's recognizing that pulling away again will just 
widen the gap—and it's time to speak up even if it's messy. 

The people who are best at relationships aren't calm all the time. They 
just recover faster. They don't avoid every fight—they pivot mid-conflict. 
They know when to hold back and when to lean in. They practice enough 
emotional fluency to know that the goal isn't perfection—it's 
responsiveness. 

So if you want a superpower, make it this: don't cling to a regulation 
style. Build a toolbox. Learn what works when. Because the real 
emotional game isn't about feeling less—it's about responding better.​
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The 80/20 of Emotional Regulation 
Okay, we just went over a lot of information. And it's probably all swirling 
around in your head. As always, here's the 80/20 of getting your 
emotions managed.  

Master Your Physiology First  

The single most underrated aspect of emotional regulation is your 
physical state. Your body isn't just where emotions are felt—it's where 
they're generated. Get your physiology right, and you've already won a 
quarter of the battle. 

The Non-Negotiables: 

●​ Sleep: Even one night of poor sleep increases amygdala reactivity 
by 60% and disconnects your prefrontal cortex from emotional 
centers. This ramps up your emotional responses and makes it 
harder for you to keep calm to stay in control.Prioritizing 7-9 hours 
of quality sleep is like giving yourself an emotional superpower. Fix 
your sleep, and you automatically become 60% better at handling 
stress. 

●​ Exercise: Regular movement doesn't just burn calories—it literally 
processes stress hormones that would otherwise remain elevated. 
Just 20-30 minutes of daily movement acts as a natural 
antidepressant and anxiety reducer. Think of it as emotional 
hygiene. 

●​ Nutrition and Hydration: B12 deficiency mimics depression. Low 
iron creates emotional volatility. Even mild dehydration (2% of body 
weight) significantly increases irritability and impairs 
decision-making. These aren't “nice to haves”—they're emotional 
prerequisites. 
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You can't think your way out of a physiological problem. If your nervous 
system is dysregulated at a biological level, no amount of positive 
thinking or mindfulness will fully compensate. But when your body is 
properly fueled, rested, and moved, emotional regulation becomes 
exponentially easier. 

Verbalization—Name It to Tame It 

Talk It Out—The Power of a Supportive Other ​
While internal processing matters, there's something uniquely healing 
about verbalizing emotions to another person. When you speak your 
feelings aloud to someone who listens without judgment, you're not just 
venting—you're co-regulating. Their calm nervous system helps 
regulate yours. This is why therapy works, why good friendships matter, 
and why isolation amplifies emotional pain. 

The key is finding someone who can hold space for your emotions 
without trying to fix, minimize, or redirect them. Sometimes you don't 
need advice, you just need to be heard and understood.​
​
​​Journaling—Written Verbalization ​
When you can't talk to someone else, write to yourself. Journaling isn't 
just venting on a piece of paper. When you write about your emotional 
experiences, and implement thought-provoking journaling prompts, 
you're literally rewiring your brain's response to them. The key is 
consistency, not perfection. Even 5-10 minutes of frequent emotional 
writing can significantly improve emotional regulation. 

What you can name and speak, you can manage. Verbalization 
transforms internal chaos into external clarity.​
​
Emotional Granularity—Expand Your Feeling Vocabulary​
Most people operate with the emotional vocabulary of a kindergartner: 
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fine, sad, mad, scared, tired. But the more precisely you can name what 
you're feeling, the better you can handle it. 

Here's why specificity matters: “I'm stressed” gives you nowhere to go. 
But “I'm anxious about tomorrow's meeting” points to preparation. “I'm 
overwhelmed by my workload” suggests prioritization. “I'm frustrated by 
this lack of progress” calls for a strategy change. 

Practice getting specific: 

●​ Instead of “upset,” try disappointed, irritated, discouraged, or 
betrayed 

●​ Instead of “happy,” try content, excited, proud, or relieved 
●​ Instead of “angry,”try frustrated, resentful, indignant, or hurt 
●​ Instead of “sad,” try grieving, lonely, regretful, or discouraged 

The goal isn't to become an emotion dictionary. It's to give yourself 
better tools. When you can pinpoint exactly what you're feeling, you can 
pinpoint exactly what you need to do about it. 
 
Cognitive Reappraisal—Change the Story  

Cognitive reappraisal—the ability to reframe how you interpret 
situations—is the Swiss Army knife of emotional regulation. It's simple, 
scientifically validated, and universally applicable. 

Instead of trying to suppress or eliminate emotions, you change the 
narrative that's creating them. The situation remains the same, but your 
interpretation transforms: 

●​ “This presentation will be a disaster” → “This is a chance to 
improve my skills” 

●​ “They're ignoring me” → “They might be dealing with their own 
stress” 

●​ “I'm falling behind” → “I'm learning at my own pace” 
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Unlike many emotional strategies that require specific conditions or 
extensive practice, reappraisal can be used anywhere, anytime, for any 
emotion. It's cognitive flexibility in action—and it gets stronger with 
practice. 

The easiest way to practice cognitive reappraisal is through deliberate 
reframing in real-time. Throughout your day, when you catch yourself in 
a negative interpretation, pause and ask: “What's another way to look at 
this?” Practice shifting your perspective before emotions spiral.​
​
The Byron Katie Journaling Method of The Four Simple Questions 

When you're stuck in a painful thought, ask yourself:153 

1.​ Is this thought true? 
2.​Can I be 100% certain it's true? 
3.​What happens to me when I believe this thought? (How do I feel? 

How do I act?) 
4.​How would I feel if I didn't have this thought? 

Then Flip It Around: Take your original thought and reverse it three 
ways. For example, if your thought is "My boss doesn't respect me": 

●​ Flip to opposite: “My boss does respect me” 
●​ Flip to them: “I don't respect my boss” 
●​ Flip to me: “I don't respect myself” 

The Key Step: For each flipped version, find three real examples of how 
it might be true. This isn't about lying to yourself—it's about seeing the 
whole picture. 

Why This Works: Most emotional pain comes from believing thoughts 
that aren't completely accurate. This simple process helps you question 

153 Katie, B., & Mitchell, S. (2002). Loving what is: Four questions that can change your life. Harmony 
Books. 
 

Solved EMOTIONS GUIDE 108 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Loving-What-Four-Questions-Change/dp/1400045371


 

The 80/20 of Emotional Regulation 

 
your assumptions and find evidence that challenges your painful story. 
You're not denying your feelings, you're just checking if the thoughts 
creating those feelings are actually true. 

Try it with any thought that's causing you stress. The goal isn't to 
convince yourself of anything, just to get curious about what you're 
believing. 

Mindfulness 
Most people fall into one of two traps: they either suppress emotions 
entirely or get completely overwhelmed by them. The sweet spot is 
developing interoceptive awareness—the ability to sense and 
acknowledge emotions without being consumed by them. 

This isn't about meditation marathons or becoming a monk. It's about 
developing a simple practice: 

1.​ Notice: “I'm feeling something in my chest.” 
2.​ Name: “This feels like anxiety.” 
3.​ Normalize: “This is a normal human emotion.” 
4.​ Navigate: “What do I need right now?” 

You can do this in the moment when you're becoming overwhelmed by 
emotions, or you can make it a daily practice. The more you do it, the 
easier it becomes.  

Better Relationships 
Humans are social creatures, and our emotions are contagious. The 
people you surround yourself with have a massive impact on your 
emotional regulation capacity. This isn't about finding "positive 
people"—it's about creating relationships that support healthy 
emotional processing. 
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The Three Types of Emotional Relationships: 

1.​ Secure Bases: People who can hold space for your emotions 
without trying to fix or judge them. They provide 
co-regulation—their calm nervous system helps regulate yours. 

2.​ Growth Partners: People who challenge you to develop better 
emotional skills while still accepting where you are. They model 
healthy regulation without preaching. 

3.​ Energy Drains: People who consistently dysregulate you, demand 
emotional labor without reciprocating, or reinforce unhealthy 
patterns. These relationships need boundaries or distance. 

The Power of Co-Regulation: 

Research shows that simply being near someone with good emotional 
regulation improves your own. This is why: 

●​ Therapy works partly through the therapist's regulated presence 
●​ Secure relationships can literally rewire insecure attachment 

patterns 
●​ Group settings can amplify emotional healing 

A simple exercise:  

●​ Identify your top 5 emotional relationships and categorize them 
●​ Invest more time with secure bases and growth partners 
●​ Set clear boundaries with energy drains 
●​ Practice asking for support before you're in crisis 
●​ Remember: It's not weak to need others—it's human! 

The Emotional Toolkit Approach: 
Instead of having one default response to emotions, develop a menu: 

●​ Sometimes express: When you need connection and 
understanding 
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●​ Sometimes suppress: When immediate reaction would cause harm 
●​ Sometimes reappraise: When your interpretation is causing 

unnecessary suffering 
●​ Sometimes distract: When you need a break to prevent overwhelm 
●​ Sometimes seek support: When you can't regulate alone 

The key is reading the situation: 

●​ At work: Cognitive strategies often work best 
●​ In intimate relationships: Expression and vulnerability build 

connection 
●​ During acute stress: Physiological strategies (breathing, 

movement) excel 
●​ For chronic issues: Combined approaches work better than single 

strategies 

Why Flexibility Beats Rigidity: 

People who rigidly stick to one emotional strategy—whether it's always 
expressing, always suppressing, or always reframing—eventually hit 
situations where their strategy backfires. Flexibility means you're never 
emotionally cornered. 

The 80/20 Implementation: 

●​ Notice your default emotional strategy 
●​ Practice using its opposite in low-stakes situations 
●​ Ask yourself: “What would be most helpful here?”, not “What do I 

usually do?” 
●​ Build your range slowly—mastery comes from practice, not 

perfection 
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Conclusion: The Compound Effect of Core Practices 
These five strategies reinforce each other. Better sleep makes 
reappraisal easier. Reappraisal reduces relationship conflict. Better 
relationships improve emotional awareness. Emotional awareness 
enhances flexibility. It's a virtuous cycle. 

Most people chase emotional regulation through complicated 
techniques, expensive therapy programs, or endless self-help content. 
But the truth is simpler: master your physiology, learn to reframe, stay 
aware without drowning, choose your relationships wisely, and develop 
flexibility. 

These aren't just strategies—they're practices. The difference? 
Strategies are things you use once. Practices are things you live. And 
when you live these five practices, emotional regulation stops being 
something you do and becomes something you are. 

Remember: the goal isn't perfection—it's progress. Start with one 
practice. Master it. Then add another. In six months, you'll look back 
amazed at how much more emotional bandwidth you have. Not because 
you learned to feel less, but because you learned to feel better. 
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Further Reading  
Below are some of the best books my team and I read while researching 
and preparing for this episode: 

●​ Descartes' Error by Antonio Damasio 
●​ How Emotions Are Made: The Secret Life of the Brain by Lisa 

Feldman Barrett 
●​ Calming the Emotional Storm: Using Dialectical Behavior Therapy 

Skills to Manage Your Emotions and Balance Your Life by Sheri Van 
Dijk MSW 

●​ The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of Emotions, 
Attachment, Communication, and Self-Regulation by Stephen Porges 

●​ Attachment Theory: A Guide to Strengthening the Relationships in 
Your Life by Thais Gibson 

●​ The Mindfulness Solution for Intense Emotions: Take Control of 
Borderline Personality Disorder with DBT by Cedar R. Koons 

●​ Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life by Steven Hayes 
●​ Waking the Tiger by Peter Levine 
●​ The Gifts of Imperfection by Brené Brown 
●​ Nonviolent Communication by Marshall Rosenberg 
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