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Experiencing feelings is a normal and healthy part of every​day life. In fact, there are few (if any) situations in which we do not experience feelings of some sort. This does not mean that we are always consciously aware of what we are feeling at any particular time. Why is this so?  Some​times, our feelings change so rapidly that we cannot "grab hold" of them long enough to identify or fully experience them. At other times, the intensity of the feeling is so weak that we ig​nore it or attrib​ute our bodily experi​ence of the feeling to something else (like "gas," "a heavy lunch," or "too much coffee"). However, the two most prevalent rea​sons why folks are not aware of their feel​ings are (1) they have never learned to identi​fy and name their feel​ings, and (2) they be​lieve that most feelings are too painful or dan​gerous to experi​ence and are thus blocked from con​scious aware​ness. The first reason con​cerns a failure or lack of learn​ing, while the sec​ond reason is a learned avoid​ance of feelings. To be more fully aware of our feel​ings, we must (1) be​come edu​cated about emo​tions and (2) exam​ine our beliefs about feel​ings.

It has been estimated that there are well over 3000 "feel​ing w​ords" in the English language.  In spite of such a wealth of re​sources for de​scribing feel​ings, most folks tend to con​fine them​selves to using just a hand​ful: mad, sad, happy, scared, con​fused. If this sounds like you, take heart; each of us al​ready has the capacity for a full range of feel​ings and the capa​bilities for experiencing these feel​ings. Often all we need is some help in identify​ing and nam​ing our feel​ings, and prac​tice in doing so.

We are the perfect "laboratory" for learning more about our feelings. In fact, we are the only ones who can truly be "resident experts" on our feelings, although feedback from others is helpful. This is so because no one but us can know exact​ly what we are feeling. If our feelings are outside of our awareness, there is no one else who can look inside us and tell us what we are feeling, although they can tell us what we look like we are feeling.  And if we are aware of our feel​ings, no one else can feel the exact same thing that we are 

feeling in the exact same way. They may have simi​lar feelings and empathize with us, but be​cause their feelings are in their bodies and our feelings are in our bodies, they will not be the same. This is why we are the resident experts on our feelings; no one can know our feel​ings as well as we can. This is also why feelings are "per​sonal facts." Feelings are neither right or wrong.  While others may not feel the same way as we do, both sets of feelings (theirs and ours) are "true" and valid. This means that under no circumstances can some​one say that you are not feel​ing a cer​tain way if you say you are feeling that way. They can tell you what you appear to be feeling, what they guess you are feeling, or what they wish you would be feel​ing. But they can​not tell you what you are or should be feeling.  Remember, you are the resi​dent expert on the facts about your feelings.  

Other be​liefs may also af​fect the de​gree to which we allow our​selves to be aware of and ex​press our feel​ings. I grew up in a fami​ly in which feelings were fairly danger​ous things. Certain feelings for cer​tain people were OK, but no one was really allowed to ex​press a full range of feelings.  In my family, adults could ex​press anger (or rage), but chil​dren couldn't. Loving feel​ings were OK for everyone to ex​press, but the males in the fami​ly had to do so in more "ma​cho" ways. No one was sanc​tioned to express true sad​ness or grief. What we all learn about feelings from our families are rules for what is OK and what is not OK. These rules are most often unspo​ken, but very power​ful, nonetheless. We tend to carry these rules with us as we grow into adult​hood and, in turn, apply them to the relation​ships and fami​lies we form. In many ways, this can be a positive, adaptive pro​cess; how​ever, if these rules are never revealed, exam​ined, and re​vised to fit current situa​tions, they become coun​ter-produc​tive and lead to a wide variety of prob​lems. What I learned from the rules in my family was that: (1) anger hurts, is only done by "adults," and con​flicts should be avoided at all costs; (2) most feel​ings have to be expressed lovingly (even if you are mad as hell); (3) men do not ex​press tender feel​ings openly or directly; and (4) sad​ness is dan​gerous - you might go into it and never come out - so avoid it. These rules, in turn, are based on beliefs about the ramifica​tions of feel​ings. For instance, the "no anger, no conflict" rule may be based on  beliefs that expressing anger "kills" others and destroys relation-ships, and that if you really love someone, you won't fight or be angry with them.  The truth is that having and resolving conflicts is a normal, healthy part of any relationship. Further, expressing a feeling is not about someone else; it is a statement of fact about what you are feeling at that partic​ular time. That is, ex​press​ing our feel​ings about someone else's actions is a statement about us, not them; we can share our feelings with others but can neither "give" our feelings away nor can we "take" someone else's feel​ings. Our feel​ings are our own "per​sonal prized possessions"; they are the most unique and valuable things that we can share with others. The funny thing is that as we share feelings, we are not diminished (like giving away other possession), but are actually enriched.  Sharing feel​ings is one of the key ele​ments need​ed for devel​oping intima​cy. And, it costs us nothing.

Learning to become more aware of and ex​press your feel​ings is a simple, but not al​ways easy, pro​cess. It be​gins with being aware of what goes on inside you. You may experi​ence a cer​tain sensa​tion in a par​ticu​lar situa​tion but not know what it is. Read through the partial list of feel​ings on this page to see if one may fit your feel​ing. If you do not find one, pick one that you think is close. Once you have a name for a feel​ing you are better able to express the feel​ing. While the feeling name you pick may 
not fit exactly, it is a starting point and can be revised later.

Since feelings are personal facts, they are stated using "I" statements. That is, they generally begin with, "I feel ......" followed by whatever it is that you are feeling. This "for​mula" emphasizes two facts: that what we feel belongs to us, and that we are responsible for our own feelings. For example, you might say, "I feel hurt by what you just did," in​stead of, "You hurt me." Or, "I'm mad at you," instead of, "You make me mad as hell." In stating your feelings there is one common trap to avoid. It is what I call "think/feel." Think/feel is ex​pressing a thought as if it were a feel​ing. When the sup​posed feel​ing state​ment starts with "I feel that ...." or "I feel like ....," it is not feelings at all; it is a thought being expressed "in disguise." While thoughts are valu​able in them​selves, they should not be confused with or substitut​ed for feelings.

A related skill that is helpful in expressing feelings with others is active listening. Active listen​ing is a meth​od for com​municating the message you really want to send and re​ceiving feed​back from oth​ers about the mes​sage they received. Through re​peated cycles of message send​ing and feed​back, you be​come assured that your partner under​stands what you are trying to say and what they under​stand and now know about you.  Expressing feel​ings in appropri​ate ways is an adaptive, healthy, growt​hful action. Hope​fully, this article has helped inform you about emo​tions and en​couraged you to learn more about your feel​ings. When done well, ex​pression of feel​ings not only helps build rela​tion​ships, but significantly contributes to both phys​ical and mental health and wellbeing. So, I wish you good health!  
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Feeling “Laws”





We are always feeling.


We are inherently capable of a full range of feelings.


Feelings are personal facts.


Feelings can neither be given or taken away, but can be shared.


Feelings are our personal prized possessions.


Feelings are “reports” on our current internal emotional state.


Appropriate expression of feelings enhances relationships.


Feelings don’t kill; not expressing feelings can.


We are each responsible for our own feelings.





Sample Feelings List





Happy		Sad		Angry		Scared		Confused





Excited		Hopeless	Furious		Fearful		Bewildered


Elated		Sorrowful	Seething	Panicky		Trapped


Overjoyed	Depressed	Enraged	Afraid		Troubled


Delighted	Drained		Disgusted	Alarmed	Torn


Great		Lonely		Bitter		Petrified	Conflicted


Turned On	Miserable	Mad		Terrified	Pulled Apart





Cheerful	Upset		Annoyed	Threatened	Disorganized


Up		Distressed	Frustrated	Insecure	Mixed


Proud		Down		Agitated	Uneasy		Disturbed


Amused		Discouraged	Peeved		Worried		Blocked


Eager		Helpless	Resentful	Apprehensive	Frustrated





Glad		Sorry		Uptight		Timid		Bothered


Good		Lost		Dismayed	Unsure		Uncomfortable


Satisfied	Bad		Put Out		Nervous		Undecided


Calm		Hurt		Disappointed	Tight		Uncertain


Content		Ashamed	Bugged		Tense		Puzzled








