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Working with Difficult 
Emotions

Part 1



God grant me the serenity to accept the 
things I cannot change, the courage to 
change the things I can, and the wisdom 
to know the difference. 
Reinhold Niebuhr 

“



Self-Help and Self-
Loathing

The famous 19th-century psychologist William James came up with 
the following formula: 

Self-Esteem = Achievements
Expectations



William James believed that when we expect more from ourselves than we manage 
to achieve, we end up feeling very bad. 

In support of this view, the best-selling philosophy writer Alain De Botton makes 
the observation in his TED talk on success that the majority of self-help isles in 
bookstores consist of two main categories: 

1) Books that tell you that you can achieve anything. 
2) Books that tell you how to cope with low self-esteem. 

De Botton believes that these two types of self-help book are deeply correlated, 
and that the more books there are telling us we can achieve anything, the more 
books there will be written for those… who inevitably don’t. 

According to sociologist Emile Durkheim more people commit suicide in 
meritocratic Western societies like America and the United Kingdom than anywhere 
else in the world. 



The Golden Rule of 
Self-Improvement 

THOU SHALT GIVE THYSELF THE PERMISSION TO BE HUMAN  



There is arguably no better feeling than seeing ourselves grow and transform into 
the people we know we are capable of being. But there is a flip side…  

There is arguably no worse feeling than falling short of our goals and perceiving 
ourselves as “failures.”  

As someone who wants to grow, you may try to force positive feelings and suppress 
negative feelings. In fact, negative feelings may in themselves appear as symptom 
of failure to you.  

Let us be clear about something.  

The Path of Self-Improvement Has Many Traps

WHEN WE DON’T GIVE OURSELVES PERMISSION TO BE HUMAN AND 
EXPERIENCE OUR FULL MYRIAD OF NEGATIVE EMOTIONS WE PREVENT 
OURSELVES FROM EXPERIENCING THE FULL MYRIAD OF POSITIVE EMOTIONS. 



Psychologist Daniel Wegner and colleagues performed a series of experiments in 
which participants tried to actively suppress thoughts after following instructions 
such as:  

DON’T THINK OF A WHITE BEAR 

What they found was that asking someone to suppress a thought gave them high 
rates of intrusive thoughts about the topic they were trying to suppress. 

The more the participants tried not to think about something, the more they did. 

The only way to reverse the intensity was to simply accept the intrusive thought; 
then it weakens and dissipates. Buddhists have been telling us this for millennia, 
and now we’ve got the science to support their claims.  

Ironic Mental Processing



Psychologist John Medina in his book Brain Rules for Babies explains that one of 
the keys to bringing up well-behaved, happy children is to never judge their 
emotions, only their behavior. 

If your child is angry, that’s absolutely fine. If they throw a plate at the wall, that’s 
not okay.  

We can learn something from this: there is nothing wrong with feeling anger, but 
what we do when we’re angry needs to be moderated. Since our feelings are often 
outside of our control, they are neither good nor bad. What matters most are our 
actions and intentions.  

How to Suffer Successfully

Feeling anger.  

Acting out with anger.  



Painful emotions are as much a part of 
human nature as the law of gravity is to 
physical nature, and yet we accept the 
latter and reject the former. And we pay a 
very high price for it.
Dr. Tal-Ben Shahar 

“



Negative emotions are not just important to embrace to enable us to experience 
more net-happiness. Philosophers have long known that, suffering can also be a 
great fertilizer for success. In fact, suffering is usually a prerequisite.  

Losing weight, getting into a relationship, giving up smoking, having children, 
starting a business, writing a novel, and nearly any other goal you can think of 
involve an innate level of suffering and uncomfortableness before the goal is 
reached.  

The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who said, “that which doesn’t kill us 
makes us stronger,” understood more than most the importance of suffering in if we 
wish to grow and become our own greatest hero. 

Nietzsche even went so far as to wish suffering upon his friends. If you look at 
anyone who has achieved greatness, you will often see a traumatic event that put 
them on the path.  



If you are unwilling to endure your own suffering even for an hour, 
and continually forestall all possible misfortune, if you regard as 
deserving of annihilation, any suffering and pain generally as evil, 
as detestable, and as blots on existence, well, you have then, besides 
your religion of compassion, yet another religion in your heart (and 
this is perhaps the mother of the former) — the religion of 
comfortableness. Ah, how little you know of the happiness of man, 
you comfortable and good-natured ones! For happiness and 
misfortune are brother and sister, and twins, who grow tall 
together, or, as with you, remain small together! 

Friedrich Nietzsche 

“



Productivity and 
Recovery

Part 2



I can do the work of a year in 9 months, 
but not in 12.
J. P. Morgan 

“



Ever year, a survey called The National College Health Assessment is carried out 
nationwide. Year after year roughly 45% of students report being depressed to the 
point that it’s difficult to function, and 80% percent feel overwhelmed.  

Even though we’re learning more and more about what depression is, something 
strange seems to be happening. We are getting more and more depressed, and at 
younger ages. 

In the 1960s, the average age for the onset of depression was 29. In 2013, the 
average age for the onset of depression was 14. 

The self-help movement which tells us “you can do anything,” could be partly 
responsible for lowering our self-esteem. This culture of trying to squeeze the juice 
out of every hour could also play a significant role.  

THE OUTCOME OF UNRELENTING STRESS IS CERTAIN: DEPRESSION 



Stress doesn’t just make us depressed. It also weakens our immune system. Very 
often after a very stressful situation at work or school, we become sick. We also 
lose our levels of creativity due to stress. To be creative we need to think broadly, 
and stress constricts our thinking.  

COUNTERINTUITIVELY, THE BEST WAY TO OPTIMIZE OUR 
PRODUCTIVITY IS TO DO LESS, NOT MORE. WE NEED TO SIMPLIFY.  

Professor Daniel Kahneman, a Nobel prize winner in Economic Sciences, conducted 
a study in hopes to understand the emotional experiences of women (the results 
apply as much to men). 

He measured women’s emotional experiences when they were at work, when they 
were having lunch, when they were with their romantic partners, when they were 
with their children, when they were shopping, and other parts of their day.  

What Kahneman found, to everyone’s surprise, was that these women did not 
particularly enjoy spending time with their children. 



The researchers probed further and discovered that it wasn’t the fact that these 
women did not love their kids. For most of these women, their children were the 
most meaningful part of their lives… 

So what was it?  

These women were not really with their children. 

They were physically present, but at the same time they were on the phone or 
doing email or thinking about what they did earlier or what they needed to do 
later. 

So while they were physically present, they were not really there. They may have 
enjoyed talking to their friends or doing emails or spending time with their 
children, but when all of these things came together, it was too much of a good 
thing.  

Quantity affects quality. 



Think about the following analogy. Think about your favorite piece 
of music. You’re listening to Whitney Houston’s I Will Always Love 
You. And then you rate it on a scale of 1 to 10, and you give it a 
straight 10. And then you listen to your second most favorite piece 
of music. The chorus piece from Beethoven’s Ninth and once again 
you rate it on a scale of 1 to 10, and it’s a 9.5. And then for maximal 
effect, you play them together. And what do you get? A 19.5, right? 
No, not a 10… Not even a 5. It’s noise! That’s modern life for you. 

Dr. Tal-Ben Shahar 

“



The Golden Rule of 
Productivity

100% Attention = 100% Performance 



If you’re still not convinced, check out these two studies: 

Study #1: Distractions Make You Dumb
In a study conducted in University of London, researchers found that people who 
had their email on while doing work that required concentration, lost an equivalent 
of 10 IQ points. If you haven’t slept for 36 hours, you’ve been up all night, that’s 10 
IQ points. If you smoke marijuana, you lose 4 IQ points.  

Study 2: The Power Of Doing Less
Leslie Perlow, professor at Harvard Business School, showed that knowledge 
workers who took as little as an hour and a half each day of focus time (time spent 
without any distractions), were not only happier at work, they were more creative 
and productive than those who worked regular hours.  

The Days of Multitasking Are Gone



Although stress gets a bad name, it can actually be very good for us in the right 
doses. Lifting weights, for example, causes us stress but we get stronger and 
healthier as a result. Getting out of our comfort pit causes us stress too, and 
that makes us more confident and resilient. 

Weight lifting can turn from a healthy activity to a dangerous one if we neglect 
our recovery time. Input is just as important as output; expansion just as 
important as contraction. 

Long-term successful people experience stress, but they dedicate time to 
recovery. They ritualize recovery, and spend equal time on their to-do lists as 
their not-to-do lists.  

The Stress Solution

STRESS DOESN’T KILL. LACK OF RECOVERY KILLS.  



1. Micro (15 minutes) — Focus time, as we’ve seen, is more beneficial for 
productivity and overall wellbeing than multitasking. After focusing 
intently on something, it’s important that we take some micro-breaks to 
maintain our concentration and energy. 

2. Mezzo (Good Night Sleep or Day Off) — Sleep is a great investment. 
It makes you more productive and more creative. People who take 
dedicated days off, often get more work done overall. 

3. Macro (Weeks or Months Off) — When we work at something for a 
long time, even if we enjoy it, we can get fed up and crave escape. 
Nobody wants their favourite food 365 days a year. By taking 
systematic macro-breaks you’ll not only flush the cortisol out of your 
system, but you may also start to remember what you loved about your 
work in the first place.

Ritualize Your Recovery



Stillness Practice

Part 3



If I had to limit my advice on healthier 
living to just one tip, it would be simply 
to learn how to breathe correctly. 
Andrew Weil, MD 

“



Meditation has been around for more than 2,500 years, but for most of that time 
it’s been practiced by monks in monastic environments. Luckily, that is now 
starting to change.  

Over the last few decades, scientists have began to discover that meditation is one 
of the most powerful interventions for treating anxiety and depression we have. 

In Social psychologist Daniel Goleman’s book, Destructive Emotions, he recounts 
his experience of performing the first scientific studies on the mind of a mediator.  

Among the scientists present were Richie Davidson, a neuroscientist, and Paul 
Ekman — one of the world’s leading researchers on emotions. 

The Dalai Lama, helped this meeting of the minds between East and West.

The Mind of a Meditator



I want to put everything under scrutiny, 
what doesn’t work, even if it was there for 
thousands of years we’ll take out. 
Dalai Lama on Studying Buddhism 

“



The Dalai Lama gave the scientists his right-hand man Lama Oser to study—a 
European monk with over 30 years of meditative experience. 

They tested him on various parameters. 

The first thing they looked at was Lama Oser’s left-to-right prefrontal cortex 
activity ratio.  

People who are happier tend to have a higher left-to-right ratio in terms of brain 
activity, more neural pathways on the left side of the prefrontal cortex than on the 
right side. 

The happier you are, the larger that ratio is. Also, left-to-right ratios predict how 
quickly you will recover from stresses both psychologically and physically. 

Lama Oser’s ratio was measured with an MRI scanner and compared to a sample of 
175 people. He was quite literally off the chart. 



Lama Oser’s Brain - See “G.D”



Along with the prefrontal cortex activity, the scientists also studied what’s called 
the “startle response.”  

When there is a loud bang, we flinch. Even marksmen in the military who shoot 
guns every day still flinch when their gun go off.  

The startle response is impossible to suppress… or so they thought. 

Researchers brought in long-term meditators and asked them to stay completely 
calm while they startled them.  

The meditators didn’t flinch.  

This was the first time in recorded history where someone was able suppress the 
startle response—a huge deal.  

The Startle Response



Given that the larger someones startle, 
the more intensely that person tends to 
experience upsetting emotions, Oser’s 
performance the meditator had 
tantalizing implications suggesting a 
remarkable level of emotional 
equanimity.
Daniel Goleman 

“



Researchers Jon Kabat-Zinn and Richie Davidson brought in a group of 
people who were interested in mediation, and randomly divided them into 
two groups: 

1) First group (active): received 8 weeks of meditation for 45 minutes every day 
2) Second group (control) : were on an 8-week waiting list for a meditation course 

After this 8-week study, these were what the meditators had compared to 
the control group: 

• Significant decrease in anxiety and an increase in positive emotions. 
• Change brain structure: much higher left- to-right prefrontal cortex ratio. 
• Improved immune response after being injected with virus. 

Meditation is Not Just for 



One of the take home messages of our 
study is that you do not have to be a 
buddhist monk and move to the 
Himalayas in order to benefit from these 
kinds of very powerful meditation 
practices. It can be done in the workplace, 
in a regular life and one’s brain will 
actually change in response to it. One’s 
immune system will actually change in 
response to it. 
Jon Kabat-Zinn 

“



Getting started with meditation can be a little overwhelming. There are so many different 
techniques and approaches… Yoga, Vipassana, Shamatha, TM, prayer, Tai Chi, binaural 
beats, Metta, Zazen, and the list goes on.  

The truth is meditation isn’t complicated. It’s really all the same thing served up in 
different packages. 

The three components that are common to nearly all forms of meditation: 

1. One pointedness. Focusing on one object. This is referred to as the meditation object. 
2. Bringing the mind back to the object when it gets lost. 
3. Non-judgmental. There is no good or bad meditation.  

Meditation is about focusing your attention, breathing 
properly, and giving yourself the permission to be human. 

You can turn practically anything into a meditative practice. Sitting and focusing on your 
breath; listening to music with one pointedness; even doing chores. 

How to Meditate



Mind-Body Connection

Part 4



Michael Babyak and his colleagues at Duke Medical School conducted a study 
on the effectiveness of exercise as an intervention for depression.  

Babyak targeted a group of 156 patients with major depression. Many had 
insomnia, eating disorders, and suicidal thoughts. He then randomly divided 
them into three groups and administered the following treatments: 

1. First group: 30 minutes of low intensity exercise three times per week 
2. Second group: standard psychiatric medication 
3. Third group: both exercise and medication 

The results of this experiment were shocking in two ways. After four months of 
treatment, 60% of the patients showed improvement.  

However, there were no significant differences in the recovery rates between 
the groups. Exercise worked just as well as medication. 

Exercise is a Drug



If that wasn't enough, another six months after the study Babyak did a follow-
up to see the relapse rates. Out of the 60% of recovered patients, this is what 
they found: 

1. 38% of the medication only group relapsed 
2. 31% of the medication and exercise group relapsed 
3. Only 9% of the exercise only group relapsed back into depression 

Not only does exercise work as well as medication, it lasts longer. 

There are thousands of studies showing the effects of exercise to be extremely 
beneficial for our physical and psychological health.  

It could be the most important, yet undervalued, treatment to prevent 
depression along with meditation. 

EDIT: Exercise is BETTER Than 



Harvard psychologist John Ratey in his book Spark talks about the research done on 
exercise. He found that when schools introduced regular daily exercise of 30-45 
minutes, the pupils showed a huge drop in obesity: from a 30% average down to 3%.  

The pupils’ academic performance also improved significantly. And if that wasn’t 
enough, the exercise significantly reduced bullying and levels of violence in schools.  

This makes common sense. Happier and healthier children are less likely to desire the 
suffering of others.  

How much are we trying to improve performance and decrease bullying? Here we have 
a proven intervention. 

Exercising is not so much like taking an anti-depressant. But it’s that not exercising is 
like taking a depressant. We weren’t meant to be sedentary. We were designed to walk 
8-12 miles per day. As Francis Bacon once said, “Nature to be commanded, must be 
obeyed.”

Exercise Makes You Smarter and Kinder



We know for instance if you’re middle aged and 
you haven’t been exercising, if you begin 
exercising thirty to forty minutes a day, four to five 
days a week, you can cut back cognitive decline by 
10-15 years, even if you haven’t begun yet. 
John Ratey 

“



Focusing on The 
Positive

Part 5



Reflect on your present blessings, on which every 
man has many, not on your past misfortunes, of 
which all men have some.
Charles Dickens 

“



You don’t know how much something means to you, until it’s gone.  

Everyone has felt the reality of this message at some point in their lives. 

On a hot day when we’re desperately thirsty, a simple glass of water tastes better 
than expensive champagne. When we’ve been up all night without sleep, what 
better place is there than our bed?  

Many terminally ill people often have a shift in consciousness that leads them to 
say things such as, “For the first time in my life, I actually feel alive.”  

The realization that everything is coming to an end makes them truly appreciate a 
flower, a breath, the smile of a loved one. The ordinary beautiful moments that 
were pushed aside by the pressures of “getting stuff done” now become mystical 
and divine.  

One of the most powerful yet simple positive psychology principles is simply 
focusing on the positive. To be clear, this does not mean positive thinking, as in 
visualize happy thoughts. I’m suggesting that you focus on the positive things that 
are already in your life, not the ones you don’t yet have—appreciation not fantasy.  



One of the best-known studies on gratitude was conducted by Robert Emmons and 
Michael McCullough, from the Universities of California and Miami, respectively.  

These researchers brought in a group of people and randomly divided them into 
four subgroups. Every night before going to bed, each group was asked to write 
down a list of at least 5 things relating to a predetermined subject the researchers 
gave them. 

The groups were divided as follows:  

1. The first group wrote about things they were grateful for. 
2. The second group wrote down hassles and annoyances. 
3. The third group wrote things they were better at than others. 
4. The fourth group was a control. They wrote anything. 

After the study, the researchers looked at how happy, how opportunistic, how 
motivated, how healthy, and how generous the participants were. 

Count Your Blessings



Unsurprisingly, the group that performed the worst were the ones that wrote at least 5 
hassles, and the group that wrote down at least 5 things they were grateful for scored 
significantly higher than any of the other groups. 

But the act of writing down 5 things for which they were grateful, didn’t just improve 
their mental health. It also improved their physical health and immune system.  

By writing down your blessings regularly, you’ll naturally start to become more grateful 
in everyday life. You mind will be primed to count the blessings in your life rather than 
the hassles.  

To derive the most benefit from this exercise, it’s important you approach it with 
sincerity and freshness.  

If you start taking the gratitude exercise for granted, it will stop working. Don’t rush 
through it. Try to re-live the moment in your mind.  

The Power of Gratitude



Thank you for reading my short guide to the best ideas in positive psychology. As you 
might be able to tell, I put a lot of work into this. 

Whenever I create something for my readers, I want it to be highly practical and 
transformational.  

If you read the articles on the site, you’ll be able to tell that I pour many hours into my 
posts. It’s not that I’m particularly talented or gifted, but rather, I just try my best, and 
if you made it this far in the guide, you must appreciate that.  

Here’s something I’d like you to do for me…  

If you like my work, let me know, comment on my posts, and you pass it on to your 
friends. If you just take this step (providing it makes sense), then that will help me 
grow my blog and continue to do what I love.  

Thank you! <3

That’s It (For Now)



Written by Jon Brooks
Read more on the website

https://www.jonbrooks.com/

