
[image: image1.png]University College

FALMOUTH



                                                                                                           [image: image2.png]


                                                                               
Exploring Emotions
Student Self Help   –   Student Self Help   –   Student Self Help   –   Student Self Help   -   Student Self Help
Introduction
Your time at University can make many demands on your emotions.  Living in new and strange surroundings, fending for yourself, making new friends while managing long-standing relationships – all can be challenging.  Throughout your course, the mixture of new experiences and echoes of old ones can both present you with new emotional scenarios and remind you of your feelings and behaviour in the past.    

Sometimes we seem to have the right amount of the right emotion at the right time, and sometimes we don’t.  What’s it all about?   
Four Basic Emotions

When considering the complex area of emotions, it can be useful to simplify things.  One of the most effective ways of doing this is to accept the idea that there are four basic emotional ‘families’, namely Happiness, Sadness, Anger and Fear (George Thompson – Fear, Anger and Sadness – TA Journal Vol. 13 No. 1).  

According to this approach, all other emotions are either a ‘flavour’ of one of these (for example apprehension, wariness and terror are types of fear) or a combination of more than one (for example jealousy is a combination of anger and sadness, or exhilaration is a combination of happiness and fear).

The Four Emotions and Time

There is a clear relationship between the Four Emotions and time, and this is a useful tool for discerning whether an emotion is ‘authentic’ or not.  By ‘authentic’, we mean that it is the appropriate emotional response to a particular situation.

The relationship is as follows:

· Happiness – is appropriate in relation to any time zone, past, present or future.  We can be authentically happy about something that has happened, something that is happening now or something that is yet to happen

· Sadness – is about the past.  We are authentically sad about something which either did or did not happen, or the way in which it did or did not happen

· Anger – is the emotion of the present.  Authentic Anger is a ‘discharge’ - a healthy, appropriate result of friction between us and the world.  Many people say that they do not ‘do’ anger.  This is often because of poor modelling (a family of origin that did not ‘do’ anger either), and/or the linking of a feeling (Anger) with a behaviour (Violence).  To ensure the absence of the second, they avoid the first

· Fear – is about the future.  We become anxious about aspects of a future which may or may not come to pass.    

Covering

Often, in our family of origin, it is not ‘acceptable’ for us to have one or more types of emotion.  This is often either because no-one is permitted to express that emotion in the family, or it is reserved for a particular family member or for ‘grown ups’.  

Not being ‘allowed’ to display the authentic emotion, and because we need to do something with the energy surrounding it, we devise the creative solution of substituting an ‘acceptable’ emotion.  The name ‘covering’ is used because the acceptable-but-inauthentic emotion is said to ‘cover’ the authentic-but-unacceptable one.

With apologies for sexual stereotyping, the most common examples of this are:

· Boys/men who display anger when they are really sad or scared

· Girls/women who display sadness (or fear) when they are really angry.

Emotional Literacy

Emotional Literacy is "the capacity to register our emotional responses to the situations we are in and to acknowledge those responses to ourselves so that we recognise the ways in which they influence our thoughts and actions" (Susie Orbach – Towards Emotional Literacy).

“Emotional literacy helps your emotions to work for you instead of against you. It improves relationships, creates loving possibilities between people, makes cooperative work possible, and facilitates the feeling of community” (Claude Steiner – Emotional Literacy – Intelligence With Heart). 

A large part of Emotional Literacy is about having access to the right amount of the right feeling at the right time.  It is also about allowing ourselves to have that feeling, being aware that we are having it and having the ability to express it outwardly if we choose to.

Developing Your Emotional Literacy

In order to assess and improve your level of Emotional Literacy, it can be valuable to explore your relationship with each of the four families of emotions.  You can allow yourself to become aware of areas in which you may tend to either ‘protect’ yourself from feeling or to cover one ‘unacceptable’ emotion with another that you can access more easily.  
Armed with this increased level of awareness you then have the opportunity to discover why this might be and, if you wish to, to begin to re-decide and to allow more authentic emotions to surface.  

One way that you explore this area safely and at your own pace is with the support of Counselling. 
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