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Dealing with Feelings 

As you. progress in your recovery, you may notice unaccustomed emotions and feelings 
beginning to surface. This is particularly true if you're beginning to confront your phobias. 
It's entirely normal to experience feelings more intensely when you begin to face situations 
you've been avoiding for a long time. If this is happening to you, you're on the right track. 

Many people who are phobic and prone to anxiety tend t!) have difficulty with feelings. 
You may have a problem just knowing what you're feeling. Or you may be able to identify 
your feelings but unable to express them. When feelings begin to come up in the course of 
facing phobias or dealing with panic, there is often a tendency to withhold them, which only 

. aggravates your stress and anxiety. The purposes of this chapter are 1) to help you to increase 
your awareness of feelings and 2) to give you some tools and strategies for identifying and 
expressing them more readily. 

Some Facts About Feelings 

• Feelings, unlike thoughts, involve a total body reaction. They are mediated both by
. a part of your brain called the limbic system and by the involuntary, autonomic
nervous system in your body. When you're emotionally excited, you "feel it all over" 
and experience bodily reactions such as. increased heart rate, quickened respiration, 
perspiration, and even shaking or trembling (note the similarity to panic, which is 
another type of intense emotional state). 

• Feelings do not come out of the blue but are influenced by your thoughts and perceptions.
They arise from the way you perceive or interpret outer events and/or the way you
react to your own inner thought processes or "self-talk" (see chapter 8), imagery, or
memories. If you can't identify a stimulus for a particular emotional reaction (for
example, a spontaneous panic attack), that stimulus may be unconscious. Feelings
are also affected by stress. When you're under stress, your body is already in a state
of physiological arousal similar to that which accompanies an emotion. Since you're
already primed to have emotional reactions, it may not take much to set you off. The
particular type of emotion you happen to experience will depend on your view of
external events and what you tell yourself about them.

• Feelings can be divided into two groups-simple and complex. There is much contro
versy and disagreement about how to do this-and even whether it can be done-
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but for our purposes here, a distinction will be made between basic emotions such 
as anger, grief, sadness, fear, love, excitement, or joy, and more complex feelings such 
as eagerness, relief, disappointment, or impatience. Complex feelings may involve a 
combination of more basic emotions and are also shaped by thoughts and imagery. 

. Many of the feelings. on The Feeling List presented later in this chapter are complex. 
Complex feelings can last a long time and are more tied to thought processes, while 
basic emotions tend to be short-lived, more reactive, and more tied to involuntary 
physical reactions mediated by the autonomic nervous system. Fear or panic is a 
basic emotion, while free-floating anxiety (anxiety without an object) is an example 
of a more complex feeling. 

· • Feelings are what give you energy. If you're in touch with your feelings and can
_express them, you'll feel more energetic. If you're out of touch with your feelings or 
unable to give them expression, you may feel lethargic, numb, tired, or depressed. As 
you'll see shortly, bloc�ed or withheld feelings can lead to anxiety. 

• Feelings often come in mixtures rather than in pure form. Sometimes you may experi-
. ence a simple, basic emotion such as fear, sadness, or rage. More often, though, you' ll
find that you feel two or more emotions at the same time. For example, it's common 
to feel anger and fear at the same time when you're threatened. Or you may feel 
anger, guilt, and love all at the same time in response to arguing with your partner, 
parent, or close friend. The common expression sorting out feelings reflects the fact that 
you can feel several things at once. 

• Feelings are often contagious. If you're close to someone who is crying, you may start
to feel sad or. even cry yourself. Or you . may pick up on another's excitement or
enthusiasm. Phobi

c 
and anxiety-prone individuals are often particularly susceptible

to taking on the feelings of people around them. The more you learn to be in touch
with and comfortable with your own feelings, the less prone you'll be to "catch''
those of others.

• Feelings are not right or wrong. As reactions, feelings simply exist. Fear, joy, guilt,
and anger are not in and of themselves valid or invalid-you just happen to have
these feelings and usually will feel better if you can express them. The perceptions or
judgments you made that led to your feelings, however, may be right or wrong, valid
or invalid. Be careful not to make yourself or anyone else wrong for simply having
a feeling, whatever that feeling may be.

• Feelings are often subject to suppression. Sometimes you may actively control or "hold
in" your feelings. For example, you're still upset from an argument with your spouse
and then you have to talk to a colleague at work. You deliberately and consciously

. hold back your feelings, because you know that it would be inappropriate for them 
to carry over into your work situation. On other occasions, you may start to experi
ence feelings that are unpleasant and decide that you don't want to deal with them. 
Instead of deliberately suppressing them, you just get busy and put your mind on 
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something else-in essence you ignore them. This avoidance or evasion of feelings 
is a subtler form of suppression (which some people speak of as "repression"). Over 
time, the practice of continually suppressing your feelings can lead to increased dif
ficulty in expressing or even identifying them.* When the process of suppression 
begins in childhood, you tend to grow up being out of touch with your feelings and 
going through life experiencing a certain numbness or "emptiness." 

Why Phobic and Anxiety-Prone People Have 
a Tendency to Suppress Their Feelings 

People with anxiety disorders tend to withhold their feelings. There are several reasons for 
this. 

First, many such people tend to have a very strong need for control and/or a fear of losing 
control. It's difficult to surrender to the partial loss of control involved in a full experience of 
your feelings. When feelings have been chronically denied for a long time, they can loom very 
large and overwhelming when they first begin to surface. You can even experience irrational 
fears of "going crazy" or "coming apart" when you give in to the full force of these long
withheld feelings. Note that these are the very same fears that occur during a panic attack. In 
fact, in.some cases panic itself may be a signal that suppressed feelings are trying to emerge. Instead 
of dealing with feelings that seem overwhelming, you panic instead. It's important to learn 
that feelings only seem overwhelming or scary at the point when they first begin to· surface. 
This scariness goes away as soon as you allow yourself to accept and feel them. It's simply not 
possible to "go crazy" by fully feeling your emotions. In fact, "craziness"--or severe emotional 
disturbance-is more likely to develop as an outcome of not experiencing your feelings. 

A second reason why phobic people have difficulty expressing their feelings is because 
often they grew up in families with overly critical parents who set unrealistically high or per
fectionist standards. In such a situation, a child doesn't feel free to express her or his natural 
impulses and feelings. Parental approval is so essential to every one of us that we will always 
suppress our natural reactions and feelings if they are in conflict with parental expectations. 
As adults, many of us continue to make that choice. Anger is typically the most common 
feeling to be withheld because it was frequently not tolerated in childhood or its expression 
was punished. To the child, anger becomes truly dangerous if its expression threatens the 
continued approval and affection of the parents, on whom that child is completely dependent 
for survival. More will be said about ang�r later in this chapter. 

* In this workbook, the terms "repression" and "repressed feelings" are avoided because there is fre
quently confusion between the populcu use of these terms (where what is meant is usually similar to
the term "suppression"-the conscious withholding of feelings) and the more technical, psychoana

lytic use of the word urepression" to refer to an unconscious defense mechanism.
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Tune In to Your Body 

Staying in your head, preoccupied with daily worries and concerns, tends to keep you 
out of touch with your feelings. To switch gears and gain access to your feelings, it's necessary 
to shift your focus from your head to your body. Again, feelings tend to be held in the body. 
Our use of language reflects this in expressions such as "heart-broken," "pain in the neck," 
and "gut-level feeling." By making time to tune in to your body, you can learn to get in touch 
with and identify your feelings. Many people have found the following steps to be useful. 
(They are based on a process called "experiential focusing" developed by Eugene Gendlin
see the reading list at the end of this chapter.) 

1. Physically relax. It's difficult to know what you're feeling if your body is tense and
your mind is racing. Spend five to ten minutes doing progressive muscle relaxation,
meditation, or some other relaxation technique to slow yourself down.

2. Ask yourself, "What am I feeling right now?" or alternatively, "What is my main
problem or concern right now?"

3. Tun� in to that place in your body where you feel emotional sensations such as
anger, fear, or sadness. Often this will be in the area of your heart or your gut
(stomach/diaphragm), although it may be other areas high�r or lower in the body.
This is your "inner place of feelings."

4. Wait and listen to whatever you can sense or pick up on in your place of feelings.
Don't try to analyze or judge what's there. Be an obse�ver and allow yourself to sense
any feelings or moods that are waiting to surface. Simply wait until something
emerges.

5. If you draw a blank on steps 3 and 4 or are still stuck in your head (your. thoughts
are racing), go back to step 1 and start over again. Most likely you need more time
to relax. A few minutes of slow, deep breathing will often help to increase your
awareness of your feelings.

6. Once you've obtained a general sense of what you're feeling; it may help you to
make ·it seem more concrete by answering the following questions:

• Where in my body is this feeling?

• What is the shape of this feeling?

• What is the size of this feeling?

• If this feeling had a color, what would it be?

If, after taking the time to relax and tune in to what you're feeling, you still have only a 
vague sense of what 's there, it may be useful to look at a list of "feeling words" to help you 
to identify the exact feeling you're experiencing. 
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Identify the Exact Feeling: The Feeling List 

The list of feeling words on the next page may help you to identify exactly what you're 
feeling. Use the list anytime you have a vague sense of some feeling but are unsure of exactly 
what it might _be: read down the list until a particular feeling word stands out and then check 
to see if it matches your inner experience. 

Expre�sing Feelings 

Once you're able to identify what you're feeling, it's very important to express it. Expressing 
feelings, here, is defined as "letting them out" by 1) sharing them with someone else, 2) writing 
them out, or 3) physically discharging them (such as by hitting a plastic bat against your bed 
or crying into a pillow). Expressing your feelings does not me�n "dumping" or directing them 
toward someone you perceive to be responsible for how you feel. The skill of letting someone 
know how you feel about them (or better, their behavior) is discussed later, in the section 
"Communicating Your Feelings to Someone." 

Feelings can be compared to charges of energy that need physical release or discharge 
from the body. When unexpressed, they tend to be stored in your body in the form of tension, 
anxiety, or other symptoms previously described. Your physical health as well as your sense 
of well-being depends on your willingness to acknowledge and express· feelings at or close to 
the time they occur. Here are some useful ways of expressing your feelings. 

Talk It Out 

, Probably the best way to express feelings is to share them with a supportive friend, mate,
or counselor. Sharing means not just talking about your feelings but actually letting them out. 
It's important that you have a high level of trust toward the person you share with in order to 
open up and fully disclose your true feelings. And it's important that they listen carefully-in 
other words, they do not offer advice, opinions, or suggestions while you're sharing. Your 
ability to share will in part be determined by your partner's willingness to do nothing more 
than "just listen." (This type of listening may still be "active," where the listener occasionally 
summarizes what you've said in order to confirm that it's been correctly understood.) 

Write It Out 

If your feelings are running high and there's no one immediately available to talk to, 
take a pen and paper and write out what you feel. You may wish to keep a "feeling journal" 
in which you enter your strong feelings from time to time (see exercise 2 at the end of this 
chapter). Weeks or months later it will be very instructive to go back and· read through the 
journal to get an idea of broad patterns or themes running through your life. Whether you 
keep a journal or not, the act of writing out your feelings will often suffice as an outlet until 
you have the opportunity to talk them out. 
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anger. The popular term "rageaholic" describes the type of person who has become addicted 
to anger through excessive expression. On the other hand, many phobic . and anxiety-prone 
people have a tendency to withhold or deny angry feelings under any circumstances. Anger 
may be such a difficult emotion for you that some additional comments are warranted here. 

Dealing with Anger 

Of all the different emotions that can give rise to anxiety, anger is the most common and per
vasive one. Ange:r comprises a continuum of emotions ranging from rage at one extreme to 
impatience and irritation at the other. Frustration is perhaps the most common form of anger 
that most of us experience. 

A proneness to phobias and obsessive-compulsive behavior is often associated with 
withheld anger. Your preoccupation with phobias, obsessions, and compulsions increases during those 
times when you're feeling most frustrated, thwarted, and otherwise angry with your situation in life. 

- Frequently, however, you are entirely (or almost entirely) unaware of these angry or frus
trated feelings.

Why should people suffering from phobias and other anxiety disorders be predisposed 
to deny or withhold anger? There are several reasons: 

• Individuals who are prone to phobias and anxiety tend to be "people pleasers." They
want to think of themselves-and appear to others-as pleasant and nice. And that
leaves very little room for. experiencing, let alone expressing, anger.

• Such people, especially if they suffer from agoraphobia, are often unusually depen
dent on relationships with significant others. Outward expressions of anger are taboo
because they might threaten to alienate the very person on whom the agoraphobic
feels dependent for survival.

• People who are prone to anxiety have a high need for control. But anger, when full
blown, is probably the least rational and least controllable of our feelings. Giving in
to anger, with the attendant loss of control, is very frightening if you are someone
who always feels the need to "keep a grip" on yourself.

The consequences of withholding anger over time have been discussed in the previous 
section detailing the symptoms of suppressed feelings. Generalized anxiety can be a sign of 
suppressed anger. So can depression or psychosomatic symptoms such as ulcers, neck and 
upper back tension, or tension headaches. Some additional signs of wjthheld anger include 

• An increase in phobic concerns or sensitization to new situations without any obvious
reason

• An increase in obsessive thoughts and/or compulsive behaviors

• Self-defeating behaviors, such as excessive self-criticism, maximizing what's wrong
with your life while discounting the good, complaining about problems without taking
any action, passive-aggressive behavior such as procrastination or always being late,
blaming others, and worrying about the future instead of enjoying the present
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Some Guidelines for Learning to Deal with Anger 

Once you've become aware of the signs and symptoms of suppressed anger, what can 
you do to better deal with these feelings? The following guidelines may be helpful: 

1. Be willing to let go of the standard of always having to be nice or pleasing in . all situations.
Expand your self-concept so that you can allow yourself to express irritation or anger
in situations when to do so might be appropriate. Examples would include occasions
when someone keeps responding to you with snide remarks or subtle put-downs
or a situation where. someone breaks an important agreement they made with you.
Remember that expressing your anger does not mean dumping it on someone else,
but rather sharing with someone (preferably not the person you feel angry at) that
you're· feeling angry. You need to do this, with feeling, rather than merely talking
in a detached manner about your anger. Expressing your anger might alternatively
mean to write out or physically "exerci�e out" your angry feelings. When you're
ready to tell people you're angry with them or their behavior, there are specific skills
you can learn to communicate your feelings without hurting or belittling the other
person. See the section below, "Communicating Your Feelings to Someone," and
chapter 13 for guidelines about communicating anger or other feelings.

2. Work on overcoming "what-ifs" about what might happen if you let your anger out. Usually
these what-ifs are _exaggerated and unreasonable-for example, "What if I go berserk
or crazy?".or "What if I do something terrible?" Remember that anger withheld for a
long time may seem ominous at first. Its intensity may startle you during the first few
moments you give it vent, but it is not going to cause you to "fall apart," "go crazy,"
or "do something destructive." The intensity of your angry feelings will diminish
quickly as soon as you allow yourself to experience them. This is especially so if
you express your anger in a benign way. If your anger is intense, try discharging
it onto inanimate objects or on paper in the ways previously described, instead of
"dumping" it onto someone you'd like to blame for your feelings.

3. Work on overcoming fears about alienating people you care about when you allow your anger
to show. Being able to appropriately communicate angry feelings to significant others
is, in fact, an indication that you do care about them. If you didn't care, you would
be more likely to withdraw from them and withhold your true feelings. While over
expression of anger can be destructive to others or yourself, not ever communicat
ing angry feelings to someone you love may convey either indifference or a kind of
phony, "holier-than-thou" equanimity.

4. Learn to communicate angry feelings assertively rather than aggressively. It is quite pos
sible to convey your anger or frustration toward other people in a way that r�spects
their .dignity-in a way that doesn't blame or put them down. One way is to begin
what you say with I rather than you-in other words, "I feel angry when you
break your agreements" instead of "You make· me so mad when ·you break your
agreements." "I-statements" maintain respect for the other person; "you-statements"
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put people. on the defensive and assign them the blame for your feelings. 
Believe it or not, other people don't make you angry. You react angrily to your 

own interpretation of the significance of another person's behavior. Something they 
say or do goes against your standards of what is acceptable or just, and so you feel 
angry. You can learn to convey your angry feelings without hurting, judging, or 
blaming others by using the communication skills discussed in the next section. 

5. Learn to discriminate different modes of expressing anger, depending on the intensity of your
feelings. If your anger is very intense, you're probably not ready to talk to someone
yet. Instead, you need a direct and physical mode of expression such as pounding
pillows, screaming into a pillow, or engaging in a vigorous physical workout. After
your anger has lessened as a result of direct physical expression-or if it was mod
erate in the first place-talk it out with someone. If possible, it is best to share it
with a neutral friend first before directly confronting the person with whom.you're
angry. If no such neutral person is available, use the communication guidelines that
follow as well as those outlined in chapter 13. If, finally, your anger is only a mild
irritation, you can use the tried-and-true method of deep breathing and counting to
ten to dispel it--or communicate it directly if you wish.

A Caveat 

This section on dealing with anger is intended for you if you have difficulty being aware 
of, or expressing, angry feelings. If you tend to withhold your anger, even when you are being 
taken advantage of or abu�ed, then learning to be more in touch with your angry feelings can 
be empowering. If you have difficulty standing up for yourself iri the face of manipulation or 
when your boundaries are violated, then appropriate, assertive communication of your. anger 
is something that you will certainly want to learn. 

On the other hand, if you feel angry often and find that your angry feelings interfere 
with your relationships, then obviously you don't need instructions on how to identify and 
express your anger! If you're tired of the emotional and physical toll that frequent anger can 
take, you're looking for a different solution. When any emotion is excessive or destructive, the 
solution lies not in expressing it more but in changing the self talk and mistaken beliefs that aggravate 
that emotion. In brief, while this chapter will be useful if you have difficulty acknowledging 
or expressing feelings, a more cognitive approach is needed for any feeling that is· excessive 
or destructive to you (for example, anxiety itself). Thus it may be useful, if anger comes too 
easily and interferes with your relationships, to r�view chapters 8 and 9. 

Anger, like all other emotions, is determined by your perceptions and your internal 
monologue. Other people and situations don't, in themselves, "make" you angry: it is your 
interpretations of what others do and say and your internal commentary about them that 
stimulate anger. Often these interpretations and this self-talk contain an element of distortion. 
Any of the following cognitive distortions can trigger anger: 

• Global labeling-When you describe someone to yourself as a "bum" or a "jerk," you
write them off in a way that ignores the whole person.
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• Black-or-white thinking-You see things in extreme terms, so that people or situations
are either all good or all bad; there are no shades of gray. You thus often lose sight of
the truth of a situation.

• Magnification-When you blow something out of proportion, you increase your sense
of being wronged and victimized. This is a common way of fueling and maintaining
anger.

• Entitlement-When you believe that you should always get what you want, every
thing should come easily, or life should always be fair, your thinking rests on the
mistaken belief that you are naturally entitled to complete gratification of your needs
all the time. This kind of misconception can lead to a lot 0f self-defeating anger and
blame.

The abqve examples are just four among several types of distorted thinking that can 
lead to excessive and destructive anger. A more complete discussion of the mistaken beliefs 
that can trigger anger may be found in the book When Anger Hurts by Matthew McKay, Peter 
Rogers, and Judith McKay. If excess anger is interfering with your well-being and relation
ships, I highly recommend this book. 

Communicating Your Feelings to Someone 

Communicating your feelings, for the purposes of this chapter, means letting someone know 
that your feelings have something to do with what they said or did. This level of dealing with 
your feelings is usually riskier than simply expressing them to a third party or setting them 
down on paper. Yet when you let someone know how you feel toward him or her, you have 

· the greatest likelihood of being able to work through or "complete" the feeling-in short, to
be done with it. You can live in fear or anger toward someone for a long time without any
change until you finally let the person know how you feel. Once you do, you no longer need
to "hold" the feeling in secret qr silence. Sometimes the person you have feelings toward is
no longer available or alive, in which case you can still communicate your feelings by writing
a letter (see exercise 3 at the end of this chapter).

There are two important rules for communicating your feelings: 

1. Be sure that the person you disclose your feelings to is willing to hear you out and
listen.

2. Avoid blaming or belittling the person you're addressing.

The first rule is important because your feelings are an intimate part of you that deserves 
respect. If someone isn't truly ready or willing to hear you, you're likely to go away feeling 
discounted and misunderstood. Your sadness, fear, or anger toward the . person may even 
increase. When you're ready to tell someone how you feel, ask her or him to make time 
to listen to you. You might say, "I have something important to say and I'd appreciate it 
if you would listen." If the other person interrupts you, you might say, "Would you please 
wait until I'm finished?" When others truly listen to you; it means that they give you their 
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undivided attention, don't interrupt, and don't offer any advice, opinions, or judgments. They 
just listen-silently and attentively. If they have any comments, these can wait until after 
you're finished with your communication. The only appropriate interruption by the other 
person would be an occasional summary of what you've said, just to confirm that they heard 
you accurately. This occasional summarizing by the listener is called active listening and is a 
skill that you can learn about in any basic book or course on communication. Good listening 
skills on the part of.the person you're addressing will actually enhance your ability to disclose 
and communicate what you're feeling. 

The second rule is important because the person you're speaking to can best listen if you 
:respect him or her and refrain from blaming or making him or her responsible for your feel
ings. Three skills are needed to accomplish this: 1)' using first-person statements, 2) referring 
how you feel to the other's behavior rather than to him or her personally, and 3) avoiding 
judging the other person. 

1. Use first-person statements. When you communicate how you feel to someone, begin what
you say with the expression "I feel ... " or 'Tm feeling ... " In this way, you take respon
sibility for your feelings rather than putting them off onto the other person. The
moment you tell someone "You make me feel ... " or "You caused me to feel ... "
you relinquish your responsibility and put the other person on the defensive. Even
if part of you wants to cast blame, you'll get across more easily and get a bet_ter
hearing if you begin with "I feel ... "

2. Refer to the other person's behavior rather than making a personal attack. What do you
have feelings about? Although initially it may seem that you're angry at or scared
of the other person, this almost invariably turns out to be an overgeneralization.
On further reflection, you'll find that you're angered or frightened by something
specific that was said or done. Before communicating your feelings, it's important to
determine what that something was. Then, when you actually speak, complete your
first-person statement with a reference to that specific behavior or statement.

"I'm feeling angry because you didn't call when you said you would." 

(Not: "I had a panic attack because you didn't call-not that you'd care" or 
"You didn't call, you jerk, and it made me feel awful.") 

"I felt threatened when I saw you dancing with your secretary at the party." 

(Not: "How could you dance with her when you knew how humiliated I'd 
feel?" or "You're so completely insensitive to my feelings.") 

"I feel scared when you talk about leaving." 

(Not: urm scared" or "How can you talk to me like that when you know 
how vulnerable I am?") 

. Although right and wrong ways of stating your feelings can involve little 
more than a difference in wording, it is an important difference. Referring your 
feelings to people rather than their behavior results in putting either them or 
yourself in a one-down position. In the first example, dumping anger on the 
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other person is likely to make him or her feel guilty or angry. Calling someone 
a jerk will certainly put him or her· on the defensive. In the third example, 
telling someone you're afraid of her or him is likely to make you feel more 
defensive and to promote distance in the relationship. In brief, referring your 
feelings to a specific statement or behavior lets other people know that you're 
upset with som�thing they can change-rather than with who they ·are personally. 

3. Avoid judgments. This point speaks for itself and is an extension of the previous point.
When telling people how you feel about what they said or did, avoid judging them.
Your problem is with their behavior, not them. Refraining from judging others will
greatly increase the likelihood of their hearing you out.

Looking for the Need Behind Your Feelings 

Strong feelings are often a clue to unmet needs. Perhaps you're feeling anxious because 
you're afraid of what other people will think of you if you show signs of panic. The need for 
acceptance underlies your fear. You experience sadness or grief because you're alone after the 
departure of someone you felt close to. The need beneath your grief is for companionship 
and affection. Or you're feeling angry because your partner broke an· important agreement 
you had. The need behind your anger is for respect and consideration. Or you may be feeling 
bored, empty, or depressed because your life seems too dull or routine. The need behind your 
boredom is for a greater sense of meaning and purpose in your life. 

By looking for the need behind your feelings, you give your feelings a new and deeper 
perspective. You're not just feeling anger or sadness without reason: you know you have a 
particular need. Once you've gained more insight into your needs, you can begin· to address 
how to go about meeting them. If you ignore or fail to address the needs behind a feeling, 
you'll find that the feeling will come up more and more, to the point that it feels as if it will 
never leave you. Once again, you can view your excessive feelings as a sign rather than a 
problem. When it gets to the point that you're asking yourself why you feel sad all the time
or angry all the time-that is a sure sign that you need to uncover some unmet need or needs. 
The subject of how to ask for what you need is dealt with in detail in the following chapter 
on assertiveness. More will be said about the nature of· human needs and the importance of 
acknowledging and addressing them in the chapter on self-esteem. If anxiety plays too big a 
part in your life, take that as a sign that you're denying some of your basic needs. 

Self-Evaluations 

The following two self-evaluations are intended to help you gain more awareness about how 
you handle two important emotions-anger and sadness. Use them as a basis for identifying 
any attitudes or habits that stand in the way of your ability to express and communicate what 
you feel. 
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Self-Evaluation 1: Developing Awareness of Anger 

1. What me�sages did you receive as a child about expressing anger?

2. What types of people, situations, and events tend to make you angry?

3. Is it okay for you to feel anger?

4. How do you feel about expressing angry feelings? To others? To inanimate objects?

5. If you do expr�s anger, how do you go about it? Are you aggressive? Assertive?
Stubborn/resistant? Complaining? Rebellious?

6. What are you willing to do to increase your ability to recognize angry feelings?
Express anger? Communicate anger appropri�tely?

Self-Evaluation 2: Developing Awareness of Sad Feelings 

· 1. What messages did you receive as a child about crying?

2. What types of situations might lead you to cry? Do you usually cry for a reason-or
for no apparent reason?

3. Do you always cry alone, or can you cry in the presence of another?

4. How do you feel about crying? Relieved? Depressed? Ashamed? Other?

5. What are you willing to do to improve- your ability to recognize sad feelings?
Express sad feelings? Communicate sad feelings appropriately?

Exercises 

The following three exercises offer direct ways to express your feelings. 

Exercise 1: Establish a Listening Partner· 

Make an arrangement with your spouse, your partner, or a close friend to set aside an 
hour or more each week for listening to each other. Then do a trade-off. First, your partner 
gives you his or her undivided attention for a half hour, while you express what you've; been 
feeling during the week. Then you switch roles. As a speaker in this process, you need to 
focus on how you've actually been feeling about what's happening in your life, not just cftat 
about or describe it. If you are the listener, you need to give the speaker your undivided 
-attention without interruptions. For the duration of the period that you're listening, refrain
altogether from offering your advice, opinions, or comments. You may ask the speaker for
clarification if you're confused �bout what he or she is saying. It also helps occasionally to
summarize what you hear the speaker say, beginning with, "Let's see if I'm following you.
You said ... " Again, this is called active listening.
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Exercise 2: The Feeling Journal 

Set aside a notebook whose sole purpose is to provide a place where you can express 
your feelings. Make entries whenever you feel the need to release frustration, anger, anxiety, 
fear, sadness, or grief, as well as positive feelings such as joy, love, and excitement. Begin each 
entry with the words "I feel" or "I felt" and refer to The Feeling List to help identify the specific 
feelings you are experiencing. 

Exercise 3: Write a Letter Communicating Your Feelings 

Write a letter communicating your feelings to someone who is not available in person. 
Good candidates for this would be an ex-spouse or lover or a deceased parent. Make time to 
express all of your feelings toward this person, both positive and negative. Persist with the 
process until you feel that you've said everything you need to say. It's not uncommon for such 
a letter to run on for several pages. 

When you've completed the letter, read it to a close friend or counselor, which will help 
make it more real. It's all right,.on the other hand, if you prefer to keep the letter private. 

Option: You may want to write a letter to someone who is available but to whom, for 
·various reasons, you've avoided communicating yo11;r feelings. I suggest that you consult with

. a close friend or, even better, a counselor before deciding to send such a letter.

Summary of Things to Do 

1. Reread the section "Symptoms of Suppressed Feelings" until you're familiar with
both psychological and bodily signs of suppressed feelings: free-floating anxiety,
depressed moods, psychosomatic symptoms such as headaches or ulcers, muscle
tension, and so on.

2. If you have difficulty identifying your feelings, practice the focusing exercise in the
section "Tune In to Your Body." Use The Feeling List to help you identify exactly what
you're feeling.

3. Practice expressing your feelings on a daily basis. Establish a "listening partner"
with whom you can talk out your feelings regularly (exercise 1) and/or keep a
feeling journal (exercise 2). Notice changes in your level of bodily tension and mood
after expressing what you feel.

4. If anger is an especially difficult feeling to deal with, reread "Some Guidelines for
Learning to Deal with Anger." Practice getting comfortable expressing your anger
to a neutral person or in a journal before attempting to. communicate anger directly.

5. In communicating anger or any other feeling to people directly, remember to 1)
make sure that they're willing to listen to you, 2) use first-person statements, 3) refer
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