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Objectives
• Explore the new research around how emotions are 

made

• Practice identifying your specific emotions in response 
to a workplace event

• Learn how to use your identified emotions to address 
conflicts at work
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New theory of emotion
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• Our thinking is not divided into 
“rational” and “emotive”

• Emotions help us decide what is 
relevant; what is worth thinking about

• Emotions facilitate decision-making



If you needed to, do you feel 
like you could openly express 
emotions like anger, fear, or 

sadness at work?



How We Make Emotions



16Your body budget
• Your brain/body constantly keeps track of 

physiological changes – heart rate, temperature, blood 
pressure, etc.

• The overriding goal is maximum efficiency – to match 
your body’s physiological response to demands on  
your body – this is your “body budget”
• When your body budget matches with or exceeds 

requirements, you feel good
• When your body budget falls short of what is required, you 

feel bad



Polling Question
Have you ever cried at work? 

(Yes/no)



16What is the difference between affect and 
emotion?

• Affect is a combination of valence and arousal
• Valence: pleasant/unpleasant spectrum
• Arousal: calmness/agitation spectrum

• Emotion is the cognitive interpretation of affect 
and depends a lot on the situation – it is the meaning 
and prescriptive action
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Pleasant Valence, 
High Arousal
Elated, Thrilled

Pleasant Valence, 
Mid Arousal
Gratified, pleased

Pleasant Valence, 
Low Arousal
Calm, serene

Unpleasant Valence, 
High Arousal
Upset, Distressed

Unpleasant Valence, 
Mid Arousal
Miserable, Displeased

Unpleasant Valence, 
Low Arousal
Lethargic, Depressed

Affective circumplex



Polling Question
What is the difference between 

affect and emotion?

A) They mean about the same thing.
B) Affect is how good or bad your feel; 

emotion is your interpretation.
C) Affect is how you display your emotion; 

emotion is how you feel inside.
D) Affect is how you interact with others; 

emotion is your feelings 
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How do we experience the world?

Prediction

Sensory Input

100%

0%
Daydreaming
Memory
Imagination
Predictions that match sensory 
input

Learning Autism
Meditative states



Polling Question
What is an example of being in a 

predictive state?

A) Meditating or prayer.
B) Listening carefully to someone’s story.

C) Enjoying a piece of chocolate.
D) Thinking about what you did yesterday.

E) All of the above.



16How are emotions made?

• Our brain/body is constantly budgeting
• World experience based on prediction and/or sensory 

input
• We receive physiological cues that help us determine 

what our affect is
• Predictive state → interpret events based on past 

experiences
• Sensory state → interpret events based on current events

• We assign an emotion to our affect and behave 
accordingly



3How are emotions made?

Brain/Body Connection Past Experiences

Sensory vs. Predictive State

Prediction

Sensory Input

Affect + Arousal
Emotion Selection

Body State
Hungry
Tired
In pain
Relaxed
Exercising



Polling Question
Which of these play a part in creating 
your emotions in a given situation?

A) How much sleep you got the night before.
B) How other people are acting.

C) Experiences from when you were 7 years old.
D) How hungry you are.

E) All of the above.



Thinking about how emotions are 
made, what do you think you 

could do to increase your overall 
happiness?



How We Use Emotions
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How we use emotions

• Making meaning of our sensations – categorizing how 
you feel physically in order to understand the cause

• Physical regulation – tells your body how to respond
• Let others know what we need
• Social influence
• Prescribing action – helps you know what to 

do 



Emotional granularity
• The more specific your emotion word:

• The better able you are to fully process the emotions around 
your experience

• The more effective your actions will be

• If you don’t have the concept for an emotion, you cannot 
fully experience the emotion and you can’t convey the 
meaning to anybody else
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Using the emotion wheel
3

1) From the innermost circle, choose an emotion closest to what you 
are feeling (sad, disgusted, angry, fearful, bad, surprised, or 
happy).

2) Staying in the slice of that emotion, choose a more specific emotion 
from the middle ring.

3) Follow the emotion you chose from the middle ring to the two 
emotion choices in the outermost ring; choose the one that fits 
best.

4) Example: angry → humiliated → ridiculed

*If it’s not the right emotion, you can try starting from the outermost 
ring.*



Think of a recent time when you felt 
strong, uncomfortable emotions at 
work. 
Use the emotion wheel to find a 
specific emotion that describes how 
you were feeling, choosing from the 
outermost ring. 
Share the emotion you chose, if 
you’d like.



Choosing emotions - example
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Turning emotion into action
3

1) Define the emotion.

2) Identify the need associated with the emotion.

3) Based on the need and definition, create a potential 
solution.

4) Determine the action you will try to bring about 
your solution.



Video: Why do we get angry at work?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQP4qAM3qgE


Turning emotion into action - example 3

Inferior: unworthy of 
the position

Disrespected: lack of 
appreciation for role

Isolated: unwillingly 
alone

Emotion/Definition Needs ActionPotential solution



Try creating a brief definition of the 
emotion you chose in the context of 
your situation. Share the emotion 
and definition if you’d like.



Turning emotion into action - example 3

Inferior: unworthy of 
the position

Disrespected: lack of 
appreciation for role

Isolated: unwillingly 
alone

Internal validation

Common 
understanding and 
appreciation of role

Increased support 
and collaboration

Emotion/Definition Needs ActionPotential solution



What is a need that is indicated by 
your emotion and definition choice? 
Share the emotion, definition, and 
need if you’d like.



Turning emotion into action - example 3

Inferior: unworthy of 
the position

Disrespected: lack of 
appreciation for role

Isolated: unwillingly 
alone

Internal validation

Common 
understanding and 
appreciation of role

Increased support 
and collaboration

Emotion/Definition Needs ActionPotential solution

Personal exploration 
and processing

Get everybody to 
agree on role, then 

put it in writing

Engaged Board 
Members



Thinking about your emotion 
definition and your needs, what 
could be a potential solution you 
could try? Share the emotion, 
definition, need, and potential 
solution if you’d like.



Turning emotion into action - example 3

Inferior: unworthy of 
the position

Disrespected: lack of 
appreciation for role

Isolated: unwillingly 
alone

Internal validation

Common 
understanding and 
appreciation of role

Increased support 
and collaboration

Emotion/Definition Needs Action

CBT exercises

Developed ED job 
description with 
defined partnership 
between ED and 
Board

Recruited new Board 
Members who 
understand needs of 
the org and have 
capacity to engage

Potential solution

Personal exploration 
and processing

Get everybody to 
agree on role, then 

put it in writing

Engaged Board 
Members



What is one action you could take to 
try to get your needs in this 
situation fulfilled? Share the 
emotion, definition, need, potential 
solution, and action if you’d like.



Thank you!

Feel free to contact me with follow-up questions or 
comments.

Colby@humansystems.co

410-353-4729
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