
Section one

Learning about emotions 

In this first section, we’re going to explore what emotions are, how they’re 
defined, and what happens when we experience them (for example, to 
our attention, thinking or behaviour). We’ll also look at why we experi-
ence emotions and learn about how they evolved to help us manage and 
tackle various challenges that we face as human beings. 
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1 What are emotions?

What is an emotion? Take a moment or two to think about it – to really 
think about it. How would you describe an emotion to someone who, 
for whatever reason, had no understanding about emotions? If an alien 
came down to earth and asked you what an emotion is, what would you 
tell them?

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

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

Definition of emotion
There are almost a hundred different ways that psychologists have 
defined and conceptualised emotions. As one set of researchers in the 
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12 The Compassionate Mind Approach to Difficult Emotions

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

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

Beyond definition – emotions organise the 
body and mind
It might be helpful to sketch out an example of how emotions, as defined 
above, can play out in real life. Imagine walking down a road, heading 
to a restaurant to meet a good friend. You’re feeling excited about seeing 
this friend, and thinking about what you’re going to eat and talk about. 
You are walking quickly, as it’s been a long time since you’ve seen your 
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What are emotions? 13

friend, and you’re eager to catch up. However, as you walk along the 
road, a car swerves to miss a young child who ran into the road, and is 
now heading straight for you. You suddenly shift from feeling excited, 
to fearful. This new emotion drags your mind to a new concern (your 
physical safety/preservation), focusing your attention on the car and 
motivating you to move quickly to one side. A moment later, once you’re 
safe, you feel angry as you recognise that the driver was on his mobile 
phone, rather than watching the road. This angry feeling directs your 
attention to the driver (your current ‘concern’), and you tell him, in no 
uncertain terms, what you think about him and his actions. Finally, you 
start to feel guilty, as you notice that the man has a young child in the 
car with him, who has started to cry because you’re shouting so loudly. 
This directs your attention towards the child; you apologise and try to 
reassure them that everything is OK, using a softer voice tone. 

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

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

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

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

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

Action 
tendencies 

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

My experience: I had the urge to flee the situation, to start 
running or cross the road to get away from the person 
following me.
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What are emotions? 15

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

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

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

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

Thinking & 
imagery 

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

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

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

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

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

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

So, you can see how this situation triggered fear in me, and how this 
fear ‘showed up’ in many different ways, all preparing my body to 
take action to keep safe. Emotion (fear) acted as a relevance radar to me –  
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What are emotions? 17

tuning me into my safety and orientating me to find ways (actions) to 
make myself safe. In this sense, we can see that emotions are signals to 
us, helping us to focus on and respond to things that matter to us in the 
world – that we care about (in this example, my desire to avoid harm).  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Although we’ll come back to these ideas in Section Four, you might start 
to think about how each of the domains functions for you. So, if you took 
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What are emotions? 19

three emotions to begin with – anger, anxiety and excitement – you might 
consider the following questions:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What’s the difference between emotions 
and feelings?
The terms ‘emotions’ and ‘feelings’ are commonly used, sometimes to 
mean the same thing, other times to mean something slightly different. 
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20 The Compassionate Mind Approach to Difficult Emotions

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

What’s the difference between emotions 
and moods?
These are also terms that are often used interchangeably. In lay lan-
guage, an ‘emotional’ person is often seen as someone who is quite 
reactive to a particular situation. For example, Paul was described by 
his friends as very ‘emotional’ – when positive situations occurred, he 
would often get very excited and happy and be the ‘life and soul of the 
party’, but when some slightly negative things happened, he would fly 
off in a rage. In comparison, a ‘moody’ person is seen to have a simi-
lar response (often negative, but not always) regardless of the situation 
itself. For example, Daniel was described by his friends as ‘moody’, a 
‘glass half empty’ kind of guy as he tended to see the negatives, even 
in positive situations. Another way of thinking about the differ-
ence between emotions and moods is in terms of the duration of the 
experience. On the whole, emotions are seen as fleeting or passing  
experiences, whereas moods are seen as more persistent, and longer last-
ing, in nature. 
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What are emotions? 21

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

So, we can begin to see here that while emotions have the potential to be 
helpful, it doesn’t mean that they always are. In fact, there can be several 
reasons why we hit difficulties with our own (and others’) emotions. We 
are going to spend more time together in the next chapter looking at just 
this – how we can get caught up in difficulties with our emotions. But, for 
now, the key thing is to return to the idea that it is the context in which 
our emotions occur, how quickly they are activated, how long they last, 
and our ability to manage them, that bears upon whether they are help-
ful or unhelpful. 
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Key reflections
• Emotions bring colour and energy to our life – without them, life

would be stripped of meaning

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

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

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

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