
Chapter 1: 
Understanding 
Emotions

These slides were 
created by Jennifer 
Keluskar, Ph.D. They 
draw upon 
evidence-based 
interventions for 
anxiety and 
depression.



The Brain and Emotions
*In order to better control our emotions, it is important to 
understand them.

*Part of understanding emotions is knowing the role the human 
brain plays in creating emotions and in directing how we react to 
them.

The human brain is a complex organ that has evolved over the course of 
millions of years.  It controls everything from vital functions like breathing to 
how we go about solving complex problems.

Emotions come from the more primitive parts of the brain.  Just like other 
primitive parts of the brain, these parts work fast and at the same time in 
simple ways.  For example, seeing someone else frown can trigger 
uncomfortable emotions within milliseconds. 

The more developed parts of the brain, which evolved over time, help us 
solve problems in creative and rational ways.  When we are emotionally 
balanced, it means that our rational thoughts are working together with our 
emotions in a productive way.  

Our emotions alert us to both problems and rewards. Our rational thinking 
helps us understand how to find more rewards and how to solve problems 
that get in the way of positive outcomes.  Both our rational and emotional 
minds need to actively listen to each other in order to keep each other in 
balance. 



For example, when the prefrontal 
cortex and visual cortex work together, 
they help you solve math problems.  
What is this road like for you? Is it like 
a highway (mental math is fast for you) 
or like a bumpy road (you can do it, but 
it might take longer)?



Temporal-Parietal 
Judgment; Important for social problem 
solving.

Amygdala
Emotion-driven part of 
the brain.

Hippocampus
Also involved in 
processing emotions.

 In some people, this is more like a bumpy road, as they feel intense anxiety or anger in response to a 
situation that is not actually a threat.

When the amygdala, the 
temporal-parietal area, 
and the hippocampus work 
together, they help people 
understand social 
situations (e.g. Was he 
offended by my joke?), to 
think of possible solutions, 
and to choose the best 
solution for them.



Example
Bumpy Road:
-.Becoming extremely 
upset after making a 
simple mistake.
High Speed Highway:
-Being understanding of 
others’ mistakes.
Skill to Practice:
-Showing understanding 
and forgiveness of one’s 
own mistakes.  



Sometimes, the emotion parts of our brain overreact to things 
we do not need to be scared or angered by.  We can practice 
skills to know when this is happening.

But it might feel like it is.





Next, notice if any of these phrases pop up in your mind when you are 
feeling uncomfortable:

I can’t stand this feeling

I hate feeling this way

It’s unbearable



We are more likely to feel emotionally uncomfortable when we 
perceive ourselves in situations like these, such as:

Being uncertain about the future

 Perceiving rejection

Thinking we are being seen differently 
than how we want to be seen







Keeping track of your emotions 
helps you become more aware of 
how you are feeling throughout 
the day. 

Often, uncomfortable feelings 
build up over time, but you may 
not notice them until they are 
very big and intense.  

Using colors to represent 
different feelings is one of many 
ways to keep track of your 
feelings.  

For some, it may be easier to use 
colors than to write down a 
specific emotion word, such as 
“sad” or “angry.” Also, it might be 
an easier way to show the 
intensity of an emotion.  For 
example, yellow can mean 
“frustrated” and orange can mean 
“angry.”



If it is hard to decide 
which emotion word 
goes with which color, 
you can think about how 
uncomfortable you are 
feeling instead.  



Once you have 
identified how you are 
feeling throughout the 
day and what might be 
contributing to 
uncomfortable feelings, 
you can practice skills 
for having a “Flexible 
Stance”

















But then when there is still 
uncertainty....



It is important to 
consider the facts of 
the situation.  When 
there is still 
uncertainty, intuition 
can be tapped into to 
help us come up with 
lots of different 
thoughts and things to 
do that will help us feel 
better.  

Stay tuned for the 
Mood Smoothie 
Chapter 2 to learn 
more strategies!


