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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

TO ILLUSTRATE THE CONCEPTS OF living with the HEART in Mind that I discuss in this book, I draw on stories from my own life and my work with educators, school administrators, parents, and community members. In some cases, I have used real names with permission; in others, I have chosen to change names or identifying details to protect confidentiality.

For my readers, this book is provided for educational and informational purposes only and is not intended as a substitute for individualized mental health care from a licensed clinician familiar with your circumstances. Accordingly, the information in this book should not be used to diagnose or treat any mental health condition, which should be undertaken only by your own health care provider.

This book contains exercises and strategies designed to support social and emotional growth. These practices may bring up strong feelings or memories. If you have concerns about your emotional well-being, consider consulting with a qualified mental health professional or other appropriate provider before engaging with the exercises in this book. Neither the author nor the publisher is liable for any injuries, emotional distress, or damages resulting from the application of the ideas, information, or exercises contained herein.





INTRODUCTION

Well-being is a skill. If you practice it, you will get better.

 DR. RICHARD DAVIDSON

DESPITE KNOWING THAT WELL-BEING IS a trainable skill, I felt completely drained and exhausted to the point where I was considering a career change. I had been in the education field for more than 20 years and wondered if it was time to move on and do something completely different. I dreamed about opening a flower store, working at a bookstore, or becoming a forest rangeranything other than working in the educational system. My good friend told me that I was just tired; I could take a day off or visit the local spa, and I would see things differently the next day. But I knew what troubled me was not that type of tired. It was something else.

The turning point came on a morning walk with a colleague. He was helping me think through how to grow my consulting business. As we talked, I noticed feelings of overwhelm and hopelessness becoming stronger and stronger. All I could think about was that no matter how hard I worked, there was always more to doand I had no creative energy left.

The sheer mention of a new project hit me with such force that I couldnt hold it together; right there in the middle of the conversation, I started crying and couldnt stop. I just wanted to give up, even if it meant walking away from a decade of building a business. That night, I finally admitted to myself that things were not okay; I was not okay. I had put myself on a loop of relentless striving, afraid that if I stopped pushing, things would fall apart. And while I knew that something had to change, I didnt know what or how.

It took me a while to see it, but I was burned out. It wasnt just about being tired or overextended; I had lost sight of the very purpose that first brought me to work in the field of education and emotional intelligenceto be of service to others. Many entrepreneurs and individuals who work in helping professions, such as educators or healthcare workers, know well the place where I found myself, even when they were once passionate about their work.

Nobody is immune to burnout. It can happen to people who really love their jobs and work in positive environments, like the executive who genuinely believes in their non-profit organizations mission and cant say no, or the pediatric nurse who loves children but has simply run out of emotional reserves. It can also happen to individuals who are unchallenged, bored out of their minds, and stuck in roles that dont engage their full set of skills. In burnouts extreme form, we find individuals who work in toxic environments with demanding bosses and unrealistic performance expectations.

The experience of burnout varies among individuals based on individual skills and the specific features of the environment. However, the process is mostly characterized by emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion caused by prolonged or excessive stress. Psychologists Christina Maslach and Susan E. Jackson have long noted three recognizable components of burnout:


	Emotional Exhaustion: Feeling completely depleted, like your emotional and physical fuel tank is empty, regardless of how much you sleep or try to recharge.

	Depersonalization: A growing mental distance from your job, feeling negative or cynical about your work, colleagues, or clients, often leading to emotional numbness or a dehumanized perception of others.

	Reduced Professional Efficacy: A feeling of incompetence or lack of achievement, where you doubt your ability to do your job well, even if you are objectively highly skilled.1



Take a moment to sit with the descriptions. Does any sound like your experience? As you read them, you might be nodding your head or feeling a knot tighten in your stomach. The goal here isnt to diagnose yourself; its to use these three markers as a mirror for honest recognition. While there may be a particular moment when you realize youre burned out, like I did, it rarely happens overnight. Burnout unfolds in all the small ways we compromise our well-beingthe skipped breaks, the blurred boundaries, the constant pressure to do morethat, over time, slowly drain our energy and ability to enjoy life. The reality is simple: We cannot function on an empty tank.

The remedy is not quite as simple, however. What Ive learned is that recovery isnt about pushing harder or simply getting through. I triedand it didnt work. Healing from burnout is about pausing long enough to ask the hard questions and being brave enough to listen for the answers:

Why am I feeling this way?

How did I get here?

If I keep going like this, what will it cost me in the long run?

What do I need to let go of in order to heal?

These are some of the many questions I had to ask myself to find my way back to meaningful existence. It took months of practicing curiosity, mindfulness, and self-compassion. A conversation with a dear colleague reignited something in me. She shared that even individuals in roles far removed from classrooms or school operations longed for community and opportunities to grow their emotional intelligence. I heard those words differently that day, and they opened the door for me to revisit my purpose and start writing again from a place of authenticity, service, and deep reflection. My exhaustion didnt erase overnight, but naming my burnout and reimagining my purpose offered me a way forward.

As I continued my own healing journey, I began noticing the challenges many adults face each daynot just the educators I was supporting. I realized that many individuals were suffering in silence, afraid of naming their experience, slowing down, or recognizing they needed help. I clearly saw that all of us can benefit from guidance and a supportive community to protect us against burnout.

The truth is that most of us didnt attend schools that taught us to understand our emotions, how to get unstuck, or find our way through rough periods. I certainly didnt. Instead, I had to learn these essential life skills through trial and errorand I made plenty of errors along the way!

But another truth is also valid: We all have internal tools and wisdom to heal ourselves and make choices to live a purposeful life. American psychologist and neuroscientist Richard Davidson identifies purpose as one of the four pillars of well-being. Having purpose means that we have a sense of direction; we know where we are going and are able to connect daily actions to our values. If we dont have purpose, we lose our internal compass and cannot be fully well.2 

Gaining purpose, however, is not something that you can force, copy from another person, or do because of other peoples expectations. It is something that you have to nurture, as you allow yourself to become curious about your own journey and the legacy you want to leave in this world.

Sometimes we get stuck, like I did, because we are not paying attention to what we have in front of us, or if we see it, we dont want to deal with it. I had to remind myself what I had been teaching my adult students: Finding purpose is a process that we may need to revisit many times during our lifetime. I have found my way back to purpose, and you can, too. If you are ready for more balance, clarity, and meaning in your life, you are in the right place.

Living with the HEART in Mind is the fruit of my own experience with burnout and finding my way back to purpose. I offer this book not as a prescription, but as a guide for any adult who is facing burnout and feeling drained, or going through a life transition and feeling lost. If you are ready to reclaim a life centered on joy, peace, and meaning, this book is for you.

Since publishing Teaching with the HEART in Mind, my first book, I have helped thousands of educators develop their emotional intelligence and regain more balance and meaning in their jobs and lives. We have laughed, cried, and grown together in the pursuit of improving ourselves so that we can be more present and patient with others.

As you will soon know well, HEART is an acronym that identifies five essential skills to become socially and emotionally competent: Honor Your Emotions, Elect Your Responses, Apply Empathy, Reignite Your Relationships, and Transform with Purpose. I believe these skills, along with the new tools that I have developed for this book, can give you the awareness to recognize what makes you vulnerable to burnout, the courage to protect your energy and well-being, and the wisdom to create meaning in your life.

Throughout this book, you will find practical tools, reflections, and interactive exercises that I have used in my own healing and with educators around the globe. I hope you will take this offering not as a treatment to fix yourself, but as an opportunity to care for yourself the way you would care for a dear friend.

A Path to Heal and Grow Our Hearts

Despite popular belief, burnout is not a personal failure. It is not a sign that you lack toughness, resilience, or commitment; rather, it signals that the constant pressure has overwhelmed your emotional, physical, and mental reserves. Think of it not as a matter of willpower but as an urgent call for alignment, letting you know that the time to stop compromising your well-being has arrived.

Your physical and mental health are at risk. Chronic stress can significantly elevate the risk for serious physical conditions like heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes, in addition to contributing to clinical anxiety, depression, and immune system compromise.

Professionals in education are not exclusively at risk of burnout. Quite concerningly, burnout is a common experience for many adults. A 2026 survey by the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) found that more than half of employees felt burned out because of their jobs, and 39% reported feeling so overwhelmed it made it hard to do their job. This problem is especially acute for women, young workers, and mid-level employees.3 

If you are a parent or caregiver, the data doesnt look any better. The former U.S. Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, recently published an advisory report highlighting the many stressors that impact the well-being of parents and caregivers: managing kids social media, the current mental health crisis affecting youth, and concerns about financial and housing stability. All emphasize the need to take better care of those raising children, given the implications for the healthy development of future generations.4 

The good news is that many tools are available to avoid burnout, build your emotional strength, and rediscover your purpose. Although systemic and organizational obstacles, such as toxic work environments, work overload, and a culture obsessed with productivity, cannot be overcome individually, we can focus our attention on mastering our internal weather and reclaiming the power to make our own choices. How? Creating conscious habits to protect our time and well-being, noticing self-critical narratives that fuel perfectionism, and honoring the signals of our body so that we can intentionally refill our tank, again and again. By doing this internal work, we grow to face lifes unexpected challenges and also deeply enjoy its gifts.

The methodology I createdLiving with the HEART in Mindis my heartfelt offering to you, a guide for creating the conditions of your best possible life, one that is filled with joy, love, and meaning. To truly embrace this philosophy, think of your growth as tending a garden. You need a good foundation of rich soil, a selection of seeds to plant, a daily routine of care, and most importantly, the patience to nurture its growth and maintain it as the seeds take root.

Like a garden, your growth may experience different seasons. No matter the season you are in, though, there is a light at the end of the tunnel. You will become knowledgeable about how to care for your garden.

The following three interconnected pillars will support you in this process:

1. Cultivating HEART Skills:
These skills are the rich soil, providing the essential nutrients of emotional intelligence. Each skill is represented by the acronym HEART: Honor Your Emotions, Elect Your Responses, Apply Empathy, Reignite Your Relationships, and Transform with Purpose.

2. Creating Intentional Habits:
The daily care of our garden is done through three intentional habitsmindfulness, physical well-being, and belonging/intentional connectionswhich help our HEART skills take root and flourish.

3. Nurturing Vital Qualities:
From this nurtured ground, three vital qualitiescuriosity, creativity, and wisdomnaturally sprout so that you can become who you are meant to be.

Together, the three pillars provide you with a roadmap to know yourself better and design a life that reflects your values, supports your well-being, and allows your purpose to flourish.

Whether you are concerned about overextending yourself, regaining your joy, or finding a new path, you can find supportive tools here that are not meant to be one extra thing on your to-do list. Instead, each tool is something you can use to lighten the emotional toll of burnout and gain perspective when difficult moments arise.

I cannot promise that living with the HEART in Mind is easy. It requires fortitude and tenacity because it entails facing the voicessome internal, others externalthat question, criticize, or block our best work and the path to the best version of ourselves. Our colleagues, clients, employees, and loved ones need us to overcome the things that get in the way of our wise and loving selves.

Moreover, reading the book is just the start. Developing the skills, habits, and qualities requireswell, practice. Some progress might be felt right away, while other lessons and tools will take more time to take root in your garden. We cant just add something new and expect lasting change. We have to tend to it with care and continue practicing as the garden grows.

Ideally, my advice is to read the book in order because the skills, habits, and qualities build on each chapter. As you start engaging with the many tools provided, also remember that sustaining well-being in the long term requires not only pausing to reflect but also designing your environment to make healthy habits easy and visible. If you are following the outline in this book and start your exploration with Honor Your Emotions, consider rotating the different tools that are offered to keep you engaged and motivated.

You might also choose to focus on one skill, habit, or quality at a time perhaps for two weeksbefore moving to the next. Giving it your full attention allows you to notice the small shifts created in your daily life and to build consistency before moving on to the next practice. Lastly, sometimes this regenerative work becomes easier when we do it in community. I would encourage you to find a few friends to read the book together or to organize a book club at your local library, workplace, or community center so that you can support each other to grow and thrive.

Lets begin.
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PART ONE

Cultivating HEART Skills

HOW WE INTERACT WITH OUR thoughts and emotions makes a difference in our daily lives.

This truth became very clear to me when I was struggling with burnout and would attentively listen to the voices that told me You are not doing enough, or You are so lazy! I believed these voices even though they were hurtful and left me feeling anxious, inadequate, and disheartened. In those low moments, I would ask What am I feeling? and What is that emotion trying to tell me?

When I was able to slow down and pay attention to what my emotions were signaling, a different, wiser voice would emergeone that was caring, patient, and would point me in the right direction. It took courage to sit with these questions, as they were painful, but it was a necessary step to understand what I was experiencing.

Being able to name and interpret emotions is the foundation of emotional intelligence and a skill that requires ongoing practice. Although many of us didnt learn to understand our emotions, it is an essential skill for any recovery and healing process. And the idea goes against historical trends. Western culture has a long history of recognizing reason and cognition as the main sources of knowledge and power. Developing a different kind of intelligence, emotional intelligence, to solve emotional problems and complement other kinds of knowledge was considered inconceivable. However, in recent years, emotional intelligence has been recognized not only in the scientific literature, starting with the first formal theory by Salovey and Mayer in 1990, but also as a necessary tool for increasing well-being, effectiveness, meaningful relationships, and life satisfaction.

When I moved to the U.S. 20 years ago, I did not speak much English and knew very little about the educational system. Trying to fit in, I changed my ways to adapt to a new context, but through that process, I forgot who I really was. The skills of emotional intelligence gave me a path back to myselfthe courage to honor my story and realize my potential as well as the ability to take on lifes challenges with optimism.

My personal experience is one of the main reasons I became so passionate about helping adults build these skills, and it led me to develop the HEART in Mind model, as well as write my first book, Teaching with the HEART in Mind. I wanted to provide educators with the kind of practical guidance I wish Id had when I was a classroom teacher, so they wouldnt struggle as much as I did.

Grounded in principles of emotional intelligence, affective neuroscience, and positive psychology, the model intentionally uses verbs, indicating specific actions to put each skill into practice. Each skill has one or two essential questions to help you reflect and monitor how you are implementing them.
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Developing HEART skills wont eliminate your challenges, but they will provide powerful tools for facing them with confidence, purpose, and a healthy dose of hope. More than anything, HEART skills free you from the self-care trap of chasing short-term fixes. They guide you toward deep, lasting changeskills you can weave into your daily life and rely on no matter how unpredictable things get. Practicing these skills doesnt always entail making big changes that would be very obvious to an external observer, but shifts can occur just from new awareness. Embracing this journey takes courageto acknowledge our imperfections and recognize that we have areas for growth. As Bren Brown eloquently states, Courage starts with showing up and letting ourselves be seen.5 Showing up can take many forms, varying greatly based on our individual identities, cultural backgrounds, religious beliefs, and life experiences. Each of us navigates our HEART skills differently, often creating protective barriers to shield our authentic selves from judgment.

As you are working through each chapter, you may notice (and should expect) resistance to this process. This resistance may show up in the form of a critical voice that questions why you are trying to do this, a time thief that pulls your attention away from practicing the tools, or a skeptical friend who becomes judgy before getting to know how the work can help you in your life. Rest assured that those aspects are a normal part of the process. How you address them is what will make a difference. Allow yourself the time to practice, make errors, and try again so that you can incorporate these tools into your life for a happier and more fulfilling state.





CHAPTER 1

HONOR YOUR EMOTIONS

What am I feeling?

SEVERAL YEARS AGO, WHEN I was already living in the U.S., my grandmother in Spain died. My mama called me in the middle of my workday to tell me they had just buried my abuela. I felt a tangle of emotions spiraling inside:

I felt sad about the loss of my grandma.

I felt guilty for not being there.

I felt lonely to experience all this by myself.

But mostly, I felt angry because nobody had told me she had passed away until after the burial. I felt so angry that I couldnt think straight. I heard my mamas voice in the distance, saying how the abuela was now at peace, and everybody had come together to say their good-byes. All I could think about was the fact that nobody had told me until after it happened, taking away any chance for me to say my good-bye.

Later, I understood why. My family did not want me to worry or feel that I had to travel over 6,200 miles for the funeral. Despite the good intentions, being left out of the connection caused even more hurt, as their decision took away my chance to decide if I was going to travel back home to pay my respects to my abuela.

Once I was able to validate and process my anger, I was able to let the other emotions come forward and start grieving the loss of my abuela. And much later, I felt capable of communicating to my family the desire to be informed whenever something happened, big or small, so that I would not be in a similar situation in the future.

Honoring our emotions means that we treat our emotions with care and respect. When we honor our feelings, we are able to use words to describe what we feelsadness, guilt, loneliness, and angerand to reflect on their meaning so that we can constructively share them with others.

To honor indicates a regard of high respect and great esteemin this case, toward our emotions. When we honor our feelings, we treat them as friends with important messages, rather than enemies that we need to fight. Cultivating this skill is important for increasing self-awareness and developing a stronger sense of confidence, and it is a building block for the rest of the HEART skills.

This skill has one key question:
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This question is the bedrock of self-awareness. It helps us to pause and notice our internal experience, giving us clarity about our feelings and the needs they signal. By naming what we feel, we create space to respond thoughtfully rather than react on autopilot. The question is one that well be asking ourselves over and over.

So, what are emotions?

If you think about it, we experience emotions all the time: being nervous about an upcoming deadline, worried about a sick relative, or proud of a childs accomplishments. At times, our state of mind can become complicated because we experience several of these emotions at the same time, making it hard to untangle the mess and see them for what they are! Emotions are complex states of beingmind and bodythat are generally activated by an event known as a stimulus. Events can be external (a promotion) or internal (a stomachache); they can also be very real (a hospitalization) or imagined (excitement about an upcoming trip).

Once a stimulus has been generated, there is a process to appraise it.6 This process in humans is automatic and determines whether the event is perceived as positive or negative, which will produce an emotional response. For example, if you are about to cross the street and you see a car fast approaching, you will probably appraise that you are in danger. This instinct will activate an emotional response.

Note these different emotional responses:


	Physiological: involuntary responses such as sweat, dry mouth, heavy breathing, or rapid heartbeat

	Behavioral: facial expressions, body language, or tone of voice

	Cognitive: the subjective experience of the emotion, which allows us to become aware and name our emotions



Although emotions involve automatic reactions to different situations, not everyone reacts the same way. Some people are more reactiveor react differentlythan others. If you have experienced trauma as an adult, your appraisal of danger and risk may be heightened, and you may perceive threats at higher rates than those who did not experience trauma.

The early childhood years are the most critical in establishing the neural connections that provide the foundation for emotional health and social skills such as language, reasoning, and problem solving, among others.7 When young children experience trauma or recurrent stress due to their living situation and/or the impact of generational issues such as racism, oppression, or inequality, their nervous system and their ability to regulate emotions are impacted and can form lifelong issues.

Emotions and feelings are interconnected, but they are not the same thing. Emotions come first; they are our initial reaction to an event, while feelings come second, when we engage in interpreting our emotions. Feelings tend to last longer and may be influenced by stories we have created or lived based on past experiences or a concern for the future.

EMOTIONS ARE NOT GOOD OR BAD.

Emotions provide valuable data about what is happening inside ourselves, so when we ignore or suppress them, we are missing important information that can help us make better decisions.

Such analysis, however, is easier said than done.

One of my former adult students, Sara, was the oldest daughter in a family that immigrated to the U.S. from El Salvador. From a young age, she had been told to be strong and keep moving forward no matter what life gave her. Her parents would tell her: Siempre adelante (always forward). She internalized the words to mean that her emotions did not matter, and anytime she felt frustrated, depressed, or lonely, she pushed these emotions down until she could not feel them anymore. At work, she kept to herself, focused on getting her work done, and being helpful to others, but she never thought of asking for support. She thought she did not deserve to receive help.

When our group came to study Honor Your Emotions in our class, Sara realized that she had bottled up her feelings since she was a little girl. She could still hear her parents telling her, Dont cry. Be strong. She was terrified that if she opened up, her emotions would control her, and she wouldnt be able to stop them. With great care and effort, Sara learned to notice her feelings and appreciate them as carriers of important information that she needed in order to take better care of herself.

Saras experience is not uncommon. Sharon Salzberg, world-renowned meditation teacher and New York Times bestselling author, reminds us that we are conditioned to believe that painful feelings are bad and pleasurable ones are good.8 For many people, including myself and a high number of my adult students, its often easier to avoid grief and sorrow while only embracing pleasant sensations like confidence or love.

But avoidance will not let us find inner peace or grow as individuals; honoring our emotions will. When we honor our feelings, we develop our capacity to accept and embrace all emotions, including the unpleasant ones, so that we can experience a more enduring sense of happiness and life satisfaction.

EMOTIONS DRIVE US TO TAKE ACTION.

Emotions move us to take action, either by facing an event or by moving away from the situation. Other times, we momentarily freeze until we can understand whats happening and how to move forward. Our predisposition to action is also known as the fight-flight-freeze response, which reflects our basic behavior to ensure survival.

When we experience big emotionssuch as anger or fearour amygdala (the fire alarm in the limbic system, which activates a set of responses meant to promote survival) may interpret them as danger, sending adrenaline into our bodies to cope with the perceived danger. The amygdala is a great protective system that helps us survive when faced with different threats. In our contemporary times, however, peoples nervous systems are triggered unnecessarily by events like traffic, work deadlines, or parentingnot truly life-threatening. Conversely, burnout is a real threat to our well-being.

If you are experiencing burnout, you may have noticed symptoms such as feeling more irritable, having a harder time paying attention, or completing tasks, all of which can interfere with cognitive functions such as attention, memory, problem-solving, and learning. When we experience stress responses frequently, we dont return to a normal (calm) state as easilywe become more likely to react negatively to small situations, feel overwhelmed, or have difficulty coping with daily stressors.

In fact, data from the American Psychological Association highlights a devastating tendency to downplay stress; APAs 2023 survey showed two-thirds of adults reported feeling like their problems are not bad enough to be stressed about, simply because the person knows that others have it worse.9 This well-intentioned perspective is actually a form of self-sabotage. Instead of paying attention to the quiet signals that indicate something is not working here, we diminish their value and ignore their meaning. Such systematic self-dismissal guarantees that our inner alarm keeps risingand goes unanswereduntil the point of full depletion, leading to the long-term physical and mental health problems we discussed, including full-blown burnout.

EMOTIONS GUIDE OUR ATTENTION.

Research has revealed that emotions are not add-ons, distinct from cognitive skills. Today, we know that cognition and emotion are supported by interdependent neural processes: You cannot have thoughts without feeling, and vice versa. Professor and researcher Mary Hellen Immordino-Yang argues that emotions form a critical piece of how, what, when, and why people think, remember, and learn. Certain emotions, such as anxiety, fear, or anger, tend to focus the lens of our vision in such a way that we may lose sight of other important things happening in a particular situation or generally in our lives. Our brains respond to those emotions by releasing cortisol, a stress hormone that can impair our ability to process information well and enjoy our surroundings.

On the other hand, emotions can energize our thinking. Recall the last time you were inspired to engage in a creative activity, like playing an instrument or painting. How did you feel during the activity? What about after? Painting, for example, can stimulate multiple brain regions, including those involved in problem-solving, decision-making, and emotional processing. The effect can lead to increased creativity, improved cognitive function, reduced stress, and can be a mood booster.

If youre feeling worn out, stuck, or in the middle of a life transition, pause for a moment and think about what brought you to my book. Most likely, youre looking for a way to handle stress with more ease, reconnect with yourself, or bring more meaning into your work and relationships. Whatever the reason, your interest in living with the HEART in Mind and developing your emotional intelligenceis a signal that youre ready for something different, something that can help you move forward with greater clarity and care.

As you notice your emotions, know that they can be great motivators to help you focus, apply what you learn, and use the tools in this book. As we will see, even anger can become your ally to help you fight for what you need!

EMOTIONS IMPACT OUR WELL-BEING.

Carlos, a middle school counselor, was all about teaching his students to get to know their emotions and was very supportive when they had a bad day. He taught his students to think positively and not get fixated on the bad stuff. Midway through one of my courses, Carlos stopped actively participating in our virtual class. He was there, but kept quiet and never turned on his camera. I was surprised, as he had been a positive and uplifting voice during our time together. When I checked in with him, he shared that he had never allowed himself to truly feel his own emotions. He was afraid that if he faced his own feelings, he would not be able to do a job he loved.

His tendency to forge forward wasnt working anymore, though; for the first time, Carlos realized that bottling his feelings would not get to the root of the reasons causing his pain and struggle. It was a difficult process, but with practice and support, Carlos was able to learn how to process his emotions so that he could be available not only for his students but also for himself and his family.

Managing our emotional lives means that we learn to understand emotions as data and how they influence our attention, behavior, and our own well-being. While many of us learned that moving away from our emotions is the best way to deal with them, research shows that when we ignore our feelings, they get amplified and show up in unpredictable and often damaging ways. At the core of our well-being lies our ability not to ignore or avoid unpleasant and uncomfortable emotions; rather, precisely in our capacity to see them for what they are: friends with important messages.

Naming Emotions

A big part of honoring our emotions entails being able to label what we feelto name them. Seems simple? The reality is that many adults dont have the emotional vocabulary needed to describe their emotions or distinguish between different emotions.

My friend Michelle went back to work after a vacation to find out her coworker had been promoted and was now Michelles boss. She felt super stressed because she had to adjust to new expectations and an increased workload. However, after reflecting on the situation, Michelle realized that, most of all, she felt disappointed in herself because she hadnt taken the opportunity to apply for the promotion when the chance appeared, and her coworker had. Being able to name this feelingthe disappointment hidden behind the stresswas transformative; it allowed Michelle to first acknowledge how this experience had impacted her and then focus on what she could learn from it.

Often, when we encounter difficulties in life, certain feelings come through more clearly than others. For example, anger tends to mask other emotions, such as hurt, loneliness, and fear. If we cannot accurately name our feelings, it becomes difficult to manage them in constructive ways and communicate well with others.

Now, think about yourself. How many emotions can you name? How many emotions can you name when you are feeling them?

Those questions are often difficult to address because most people are not used to labeling how they feel or even feeling their emotions. When you start practicing naming your emotions, it may seem like you are spending too much time thinking about them. Thats all right! As you gain more fluency, you will be able to quickly identify and name these emotions with clarity and agility.

As a first step, allow yourself to connect your emotions with bodily sensations by asking:

What do I notice in my body when I feel_____?

For example, you may notice a tightness in your throat when you feel scared, or a knot in your stomach when you feel nervous; you may realize that you start sweating when you feel embarrassed or anxious, and have a rapid heartbeat when upset. Connecting with these physical sensations can help you gain clarity about them, particularly in situations where your thinking is cloudy or if you are disconnecting from your emotions as a way to cope with stress or a traumatic event. Learning how to connect with your body gives you another source of data to figure out what youre feeling.

As you start to develop this skill, you may realize that often more than one emotion is present. This awareness is key because emotions rarely occur in isolation. When you identify the blend of feelings youre experiencing, you can better regulate your response, communicate more effectively, and make choices that align with your needs and values.


	I am proud of rediscovering my love for painting and scared I will not paint anything of value.

	I am excited about the new work project and irritated that I will not have any additional help.

	I am upset that my child didnt return my call and worried she may be in trouble.



Emotional literacy can also help you identify the degree of intensity in different emotions, as well as how they may change over time if you dont do anything to regulate them. Annoyance can become anger; anger can become fury. Think about their effect like the way an escalator operates: If you dont manage your emotions, you keep going up the escalator until you feel out of control.

However, when you name your feelings, you engage the prefrontal cortex (the area of the brain responsible for thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making), which triggers a physiological response. It causes our brains to release calming neurotransmitters, such as serotonin and oxytocin, to soothe our amygdala and other emotional centers. This process helps us regain control over our emotions and reduce the stress of









	What happened?

	How did it make you feel? What else were you feeling?

	What is this feeling telling you about this situation?

	Why is this feeling happening now?























	You told a colleague that your parent went into hospice. The response is: Stay positive. Things will get better.

	You shared with a friend that you got laid off. The response is: Things happen for a reason. There will be other opportunities waiting for you.

	You mentioned to your partner feeling concerned about current events. The response is: Just look on the bright side. If you choose to be happy, you wont feel so concerned.























	How did it go applying the process to honor your emotions?

	What did you learn?

	How can you use this process intentionally moving forward?











	What emotions were below the water in your emotion iceberg?

	What were these reactions trying to tell you about this situation?

	How can you use this information to support yourself moving forward?
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