Peopleoftenbelievethat thefeelingsandemotions they
experience are determined by external events, situations, and
the behaviour of others. For example, we may hear
ourselvessay, “Mybossmade mesonervous,” “My partner
mademesoangry,” “Thistripdown south made mefeelso
relaxed,” or “I’m depressed because | didn’tget the jobl
wanted.” What is the assumption underlying these
statements? That someone or something other than
ourselves was directly determining the feelings we
experienced.

We come to these conclusions automatically without asking
ourselves if this assumption is true. However, if we stop to
analyse the process that links an external situation to our
emotional responses, we will find that there is a step in
between.

How Our Thoughts Influence Our Feelings

& feeling

Automatic thoughts

What really makes us feel and respond the way we do, is
often not the situation or the words and actions of another
person, but how we perceive that situation or that person’s
actions. Itishowwe see something orsomeone andwhat
we think about it or them that really influences how we feel.
Itisourthoughtsandbeliefsaboutanevent thatsignificantly
influences our emotions and actions.

Here’s an example. Suppose you went to a party and your
host introduces you to Mike. Asyou talk to him, you notice
that he does not look directly at you but often looks around
the room. How would you feel if you thought, “Boy, this guy
issorude! He won’t even look at me while I’m talking with
him! How nasty!” What if you thought, “Mike must think
that I’m really unattractive and uninteresting. | must be a
really boring person. Nobody wants to talk to me!” What
about if you were to think, “Mike’s probably waiting for a
friend to come. Maybe he’s getting a bit anxious.” You
probably realised that you felt three different emotions asa
result of those three different thoughts. Often, we are not
aware of our thoughts and beliefs because they are so
automatic and happen quickly. But they are there, and they
affect the way we feel.

WhatamIFeeling?

Justasweare not always conscious of the way wewalk orhow
wedriveacar, we are often not aware of our thinking. Some
of our thinking is so habitual that it is automatic, and just like
driving, when things are automatic, we might not be conscious
of them. Allof the time, ourbrains are turningover thoughts
andideas. However, we are notconsciously aware of most of
them because it happens relatively fast and we are not
accustomed to slowing them down. Our automatic thoughts,
however, play an important role in our emotional well-being.

There are three kinds of automatic thoughts:

Neutral thoughts, e.g. "l think | will buy some bread today."

Positive thoughts, e.g. "This is something | can do really
well.”

Negativethoughts, e.g."loftenfindithardtoconcentrate -
| must be really stupid.”

Automatic thoughts often reflect worries and
concerns, however they can be about anything at
all, anything we have everseen, heardor learned.
Inaddition, it can be anything we know about
from any source at all. Obviously, though, negative
automatic thoughts are the ones that can cause us
emotional distress. People who aredepressedtendtothink
negative thoughts about themselves, the world about them, and
their future, and it is these thoughts that can be changed to lift
your depression.

Feelings are not Thoughts

Itis oftendifficult toknowexactly what we are feeling, and
sometimes it can also be difficult to put it intowords. The
list below contains words that describe feelings, and this
might be a useful starting point in you being able to
understand the connection between your thinkingand your
feelings.

Words That Describe Feelings

Tense Enraged Frightened Cheerful
Annoyed Happy Panicky Euphoric
Unhappy Exhilarated Frustrated Mad
Exuberant Keyed-up Scared Uneasy
Anxious Irritated Flat Sad
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When we first try to distinguish thoughts from feelings, it can
be easy toconfuse them. We might be used to talking about
thoughts and feelings as being part of the same experience, but
itis more helpful to separate them and remember that feelings
are not thoughts. Forexample, you might hear a person saying
“I thinkI’manxious,” but they’re probably thinking “Everyone
willlaughat me,” and feel anxious. More commonly, you might
hear someone sayingsomething like “l feel that my partner
doesn’tappreciatethegiftiboughtforhim,” whentheyare
actually thinking “My partner doesn’t appreciate the gift | bought
for him,” and feelhurt.

Being aware of your feelings and your thoughts is the first step
towardsfeelingbetter. If thinkinginfluencesfeelings, thenit
makes sense that if you want to change the way you feel, you
need to change the way you think. Look out for the
information flyer entitled “Changing the Way You Think” for
more details on how to do this.
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