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The Thinking-Feeling
Connection

People often believe that the feelings and emotions they experience are determined by external events, situations,
and the behaviour of others. Forexample, we may hear ourselves say, “My boss made mesonervous,” “My
partnermademesoangry,” “Thistripdown south made me feelsorelaxed,” or “I’m depressedbecause | didn’t
getthe joblwanted.” Whatisthe assumptionunderlying these statements? Thatsomeone orsomething other
than ourselves was directly determining the feelings we experienced.

Wecometotheseconclusionsautomatically without asking ourselves if thisassumptionistrue. However, ifwe
stoptoanalyse the process that linksanexternal situationtoouremotionalresponses, wewillfindthatthereisa
step in between.

How Our Thoughts Influence OurFeelings

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. It is how we see something or
someone and what we think about it or them that really influences how we feel. Itisour
thoughts and beliefs about an event that significantly influences our emotions and actions.

Here’s an example. Supposeyouwent toaparty and your host introduces you to Mike. As

you talk to him, you notice that he does notlook directly at youbut oftenlooks around the

room. Howwould youfeelif youthought, “Boy, thisguyissorude! Hewon’tevenlookatme

while I’m talking withhim! How nasty!” What if youthought, “Mike must think that|’mreally

unattractive anduninteresting. Imustbeareally boring person. Nobody wantstotalktome!”
Whataboutifyouweretothink, “Mike’s probably waitingforafriendtocome. Maybehe’sgettingabitanxious.”
Youprobably realised thatyou feltthree differentemotionsasaresult ofthosethreedifferentthoughts. Often,
wearenotawareofour thoughts andbeliefsbecause they aresoautomaticand happenquickly. Buttheyare
there, and they affect the way we feel.

What am | Feeling?

Itisoftendifficulttoknowexactly what wearefeeling,andsometimesitcanalsobedifficult toputitintowords.
Thelistbelow containswordsthat describe feelings, andthismight be ausefulstarting pointinyoubeingable to
understand the connection between your thinking and your feelings.

Words that Describe Feelings

Tense Enraged Frightened Cheerful
Annoyed Happy Panicky Euphoric
Unhappy Exhilarated Frustrated Mad

Calm Keyed up Scared Uneasy
Anxious Irritated Flat Sad
Depressed Joyful Tired Discouraged
Angry Excited Nervous Jealous

Thisisonly alimited list butitshould giveyouanideaof the kinds ofwords we could use to describeour feelings.

Automatic Thoughts

Just as we are not always conscious of the way we walk or how wedrive acar, we are oftennot aware of our
thinking. Some of ourthinkingissohabitualthatitisautomatic, andjustlikedriving, whenthingsareautomatic,
we might not be conscious of them. Allof thetime, ourbrains are turning overthoughtsandideas. However, we
are notconsciously aware of mostof thembecauseithappens relatively fast and we are not accustomed to
slowing themdown. Ourautomaticthoughts, however, playanimportantroleinour emotionalwell-being.
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There are three kinds of automatic thoughts:

Neutral thoughts, e.g. "I think | will buy some bread today."
Positive thoughts, e.g. "This is something | can do really well.”
Negative thoughts, e.g. "l often find it hard to concentrate - | must be really stupid.”

Automaticthoughtsoftenreflect worriesandconcerns,howevertheycanbeaboutanythingatall,anythingwe
have ever seen, heard or learned. In addition, 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 are depressed tend to think negative thoughts about themselves, the world about them,
and their future, and itis these thoughts that can bechanged to lift your depression.

Feelings are not Thoughts

When we first try to distinguish thoughts from feelings, it can be easy to confuse them.
might beusedtotalkingabout thoughtsandfeelingsasbeingpart ofthesameexperience, butitismorehelpfulto
separatethemandrememberthatfeelingsarenotthoughts. Forexample,youmight hearapersonsaying “l think
I’manxious,”butthey’re probably thinking“Everyone willlaughatme,” and feelanxious. Morecommonly, you
might hearsomeonesayingsomethinglike “l feelthat my partner doesn’t appreciate the giftIbought forhim,”
whenthey are actually thinking “My partner doesn’tappreciate the giftIbought for him,” and feel hurt.

Trytheexerciseonthefollowing page andseeifyoucanidentify the possible feelingsandthoughtsineach of the
scenarios. Remember to try and make the distinction between thoughts and feelings.
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Making the Connection

Part One

Read the following scenarios and identify the feelings that may result from the self-statements.

Scenario |

You’vehadaratherlongand tiring day at work where youwere helping acolleague move boxes of stationeryand
officeequipment. You arrive home to find the front door ajar andtwo sets of muddy footprints (yourson’s and
his dog’s) onyour cream-coloured carpet leading from the front door all the way to the back door.

A) You say to yourself:

“What! N@!"#*M!! I’ve had such a tiring day at work and
now | come home to this!?!! What have | done to deserve
this! We justhadthecarpetcleaned last week! Thatnaughty
boy! Allhecaresaboutishimself! Thatinconsiderate, selfish
brat! I’m gonna ground him for 2 years!!!”

Possible Feelings:

B) You say to yourself:

“I’vetoldhimathousand times notto bringthe dogintothe
house and he never listens to me. My kids don’t obey even
thesimplestinstructions. I must be the worst motherinthe
world. If Ican’teven get this right, Imustbe aterrible

failure.”

Possible Feelings:

Scenario Il

Oneevening, yourparents askyouto goovertotheirhousefordinner. Asyouarrive, younoticed thatitwasall
darkand therewerenolightson. Youknockonthedoorandringthe doorbellbut noone comestoanswerthe
door. Youturnthedoorknob and find that the dooris unlocked. Youstepinandfind that the houseisintotal

darkness. Suddenly, youhearachorus of voicesshouting, “Surprise!” The lightscome onandyousee agroup of

your friends and relatives singing “Happy Birthday” to you.

A) You say to yourself:

“Wow! Ididn’tevenremember that it was my birthday!
Whatareallynicesurprise! Hey, evenuncle Jamesandaunt
Berthacameandtheyliveinthe country! Everyonemust
think I’'m pretty important to throw me this party!

Possible Feelings:
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Read thefollowingscenariosand nowfillinthe self-statements thatlead tothe feelings experienced.

Scenario |

Youarrive home to findanote fromyour flatmate tellingyou that they have moved out. You look around and
find that everything that belongs to themis gone. Moreover, theirshare of therent has not been paid.

A) You say toyourself:

Possible Feelings:

Angry

B) You say toyourself: Possible Feelings:

Hurt

Scenario Il

Youjustfinished cooking dinner for youandyoupartner. Yourpartner calls tosay thathe/shewill not behome

A)Yousay toyourself: Possible Feelings:

Disappointed

t If:
B) You say to yourse Possible Feelings:

Concerned
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Module Summary

e Peopleoftenthinkthat the feelings they experience arecaused by external
events, situations, andtheactionsofothers, butitiswhatwethinkabout these
things that really determines how we feel

e Specifically,itisourthoughtsandbeliefsaboutthesituationorpersonthat
makes us feel and respond the way we do

e Thoughtscome automatically to us and we are often not conscious of how or
what we are thinking

e There are 3 kinds of automatic thoughts: neutral, positive, and negative

o Ifwefeeldistressed, itisoftenbecause we are thinking particularly negative
thoughts that contribute to us feelingdistressed

e Ifwewanttoimprove how we feel, we need tobegin by becoming more aware
of what we are thinking and changing our thoughts

Stay Tuned...

In the next module, we will discuss how to
become more aware of ourthoughts and how
toidentify the thoughts that cause ustofeel
distressed or depressed.
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About The Modules
BACKGROUND

Thismodule wascreatedinthe early 2000s by Clinical Psychologists atthe Centre for Clinical
Interventions, under the supervision of the Centre’s Founding Director, PaulaNathan.

The concepts and strategiesinthese modules havebeendeveloped from evidence based psychological
practice, primarily Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT). CBT for depression and anxiety isbasedon the
approach that depression and anxiety are the result of problematic cognitions (thoughts) and behaviours.
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