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“Filled with humor and wisdom, I am sure that this text will give super-feelers a better understanding of what is going on and what to do about it when their emotional switch gets turned on.”

–Nic Hooper, Ph.D., Lecturer, University of the West of England, author of The Research Journey of ACT

“At last: a truly practical book for ‘super-feelers’ on how to effectively handle overwhelming emotions. Packed full of great advice and effective strategies for taking the impact out of painful feelings and acting effectively in the face of life’s challenges.”

–Russ Harris, author of The Happiness Trap

“For those struggling with their emotional rollercoaster, and especially those who have been convinced that they are broken, this is an extraordinary guide to learn and practice all the necessary tools to tame the emotional machinery, build a life worth living, and embrace everything that comes with it.”

–Carolina Principi, Coordinator of the DBT Program for Adolescents, Foro Foundation, Buenos Aires, Argentina

“This pithy, compassionate, and well-written book offers a gateway to self-understanding and healthy emotion-regulation. It’s the sort of book I wish someone had handed me 20 years ago.”

–Russell Kolts, Ph.D. Professor of Psychology, Eastern Washington University, author of CFT Made Simple and The Compassionate Mind Guide to Managing Your Anger

“Super-feelers rejoice! If you are an emotionally sensitive person (also known as a ‘super-feeler’), Dr. Z. has created the map to find your way to a more peaceful and meaningful life. Highly recommended!”

–Dr. D.J. Moran, founder of the MidAmerican Psychological Institute

“Escaping the Emotional Roller Coaster is a precious tool for anyone struggling with making sense of emotions and expressing them in a way that is both coherent with the current situation and pursuing life’s most cherished dreams.”

–Michel A. Reyes Ortega, Ph.D., Director, DBT Outpatient Clinic, CBS & Therapy Institute, Mexico City

“Having intense emotions makes it difficult to act effectively in the moment. Dr. Z. offers a vast array of practical tools and strategies to achieve a life worth living even with these roller-coaster emotions.”

–Christophe Deval, M.S.C., therapist, talent development director at KPMG in Paris, France, and author of Découvrir l’ACT, Simplifiez vos relations avec les autres, and Vous avez tout pour réussir

“Zurita Ona provides a veritable treasure chest of strategies you can use to make your emotions work for you, rather than against you. It isn’t a bad thing to be a ‘super-feeler’, it is a good thing! I highly recommend this wonderful step by step program to help you develop a new level of emotional intelligence!”

–Kirk Strosahl Ph.D., author of The Mindfulness and Acceptance Workbook for Depression: Using Acceptance and Commitment Therapy to move through depression and live a life worth living

“Rarely, have I read a book that has provided me with true insights as to how one thinks, feels as a super-feeler and what to do about it. Reading Dr. Z.’s book gave me hope. If you read her book, you know that you are not alone and that there is help for you.”

–Susan Gurley, Executive Director of the Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA)

“Dr. Z. takes a refreshing long-term approach of self-discovery and self-mastery to help people escape their emotional ‘do-loop’ and move forward in life. Effectively balancing the science of emotional behavior with simple practical approaches, she helps us understand our ‘emotional machinery’, build core coping skills, and shift from ‘I feel, therefore I act’ to ‘I feel, therefore I am’.”

–Charles Calderaro, Senior Vice President of Global Manufacturing for a biotechnology company focused on rare diseases

“This hopeful book, using scores of examples, provides an action-oriented approach for achieving strategies to deal with difficult emotions effectively ... you will acquire skills and tools to live a life based on your own values and improve connections with the people you love.”

–Leslie Elliott, strong advocate for mental health services and the removal of stigma related to it


Dr. Patricia E. Zurita Ona, or Dr. Z., is a clinical psychologist who specializes in OCD, trauma, all types of anxiety and related conditions, and emotion dysregulation problems for children, teens, and adults. She’s the director and founder of the East Bay Behavior Therapy Center, a private therapy center in Walnut Creek, California. In addition to private practice, Dr. Z. is a clinical faculty member for the Wright Institute, and regularly attends both national and international conferences.


This book is dedicated to all the super-feelers I have worked with. You’re not broken and you’re not alone; you’re just wired to feel a lot.
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Introduction

At one point or another, we all have been dragged by our emotions, up and down, left and right, and in all directions; the challenge is that in this moment, there are approximately 20 million Americans struggling with emotion regulation on a daily basis — not just from time to time, but almost all the time. I call them super-feelers.

This book is written for the super-feelers, thinking of you, your daily struggles, and what you experience in your life; when you read it, you will see that these pages tap into core challenges super-feelers face. Instead of putting on Band-Aids that only work temporarily, it’s about showing you, step-by-step, behaviorally speaking, how to stop living in agony because of all the emotional noise you go through.

The skills presented in these chapters are based on an empirically supported approach called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and incorporate current findings of emotion science, neurobiology of attachment, and affective neuroscience.

As a therapist who sees clients on a daily basis, I can tell you that writing this book was a highlight of my year, because:

■I studied affective science from the work of Dr. Antonio Damasio (1994) through Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett (2017) and everything in between.

■I bored my friends with nerdy comments about different modes of emotion regulation.

■I indulged myself with the words of Dr. Dan Siegel and the neurobiology of attachment.

■I dug into the work of Dr. Richard Davidson, who has studied for years our emotional landscape in the brain.

■I reviewed all clinical applications from different therapy modalities in the work of super-feelers.

■I tortured my students with presenting this book and the ideas behind it.

There are so many things that are out of our control in life: natural disasters, car crashes, people leaving town, our bodies aging. And even when we think we have everything under control, life brings new, totally unexpected circumstances. We don’t have control of what happens around us or how we quickly feel about those events, but we can choose how to respond to those overwhelming, distressful and uncomfortable feelings we go through when things go wrong. This book is about teaching super-feelers how to choose their responses when their emotional machinery gets turned on and attempts to drive their behavior.

I deeply believe that super-feelers deserve an amazing life, and an amazing life is the one they choose to live from moment to moment. Not the one that their emotional machinery chooses for them.

I hope you find this book helpful, enjoy reading it, and practice the skills you will learn on a daily basis. Bon voyage!

Warmly,

Dr.Z.

Patricia E. Zurita Ona, Psy.D.


SECTION I

Life as a Super-Feeler


Chapter 1: Am I a Super-Feeler?

■Have you been told you are too sensitive or that everything is a big emotional deal for you?

■Do you sometimes feel overwhelmed by your emotions — like a knob turned all the way up for anger, anxiety, guilt, sadness, and other emotions?

■Do you experience your emotions so intensely, as being overpowering, that you cannot manage your behavior or think clearly in the moment?

■Do you regret how you behave because in a given moment you do exactly what you feel?

■Are you exhausted from going up and down, left and right, because of overwhelming emotions?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, chances are you are a super-feeler.

Everyone, at one point or another, feels overwhelmed with crushing emotions and doesn’t know how to handle them. Super-feelers, however, feel their emotions as if they have a switch that turns on and off — they feel too much, too quickly, and they act too soon, as if they’re being kicked, stomped on, and knocked down to the floor by those feelings. (Be aware that throughout this book, the terms emotions and feelings are used interchangeably. Also, to avoid confusion, let’s distinguish emotions or feelings from moods: mood is a long-lasting state, while an emotion or a feeling is a transitory experience.)

If you’re a super-feeler, your emotions are running your behaviors, 24/7, with no vacations and no holidays. For instance, when you feel guilty, you’re pulverized with guilt; when you feel anxious, you’re crushed with anxiety; when you feel sad, you’re flooded with sadness. You experience your emotions quickly and intensely; believe every thought, interpretation, or hypothesis that comes into your mind as if it were the absolute truth; and then do exactly what the emotion tells you to do. Later on, you regret your actions because you get hurt and the people you care about get hurt, too.

Going through this dance with your emotions, up and down, left and right, back and forth, is exhausting, and you find your life is full of broken relationships, loneliness, difficulties holding a job, and perhaps, even suicidal thoughts. It’s not easy for you, and it’s not easy for the people around you.

As a super-feeler, you’re dealing with emotion regulation problems — as all people do at times — but because of your makeup, you feel most of your emotions at a maximum level, turned all the way up, and despite your efforts, you frequently get stuck on a reactive chain of emotion after emotion, almost on a daily basis. You may wonder...

How Did I Become a Super-Feeler?


[image: ]On the day of my thirty-fifth birthday, my boyfriend and I were hosting a party together. This relationship was my fifth attempt to create a family life with someone I love. I met him through an online dating website, and after dating for eight months, I felt that he was the one. We argued a lot, sometimes for hours, days, and even weeks, but I still believed he was the one.

On the day of my birthday, I was really upset with him because he wasn’t helping me as much as I wanted him to. I got so mad that I started yelling at him, calling him names, complaining about how he never helps me, how he’s a slob, and cannot seem to keep up with me, even for such an easy task as putting together a party. I was so angry that I took off for an hour to the coffee shop next door and sat there crying, texting him, still angry. When I got back to the apartment, my boyfriend was gone, and his most important belongings were gone, too. There was a piece of paper on the hardwood floor: ‘For eight months I asked you to pay attention to your anger, the way you treat me when you get angry, and even when I’m here with you with all my love, you cannot do it. I’m scared and cannot do this to myself. I’m out of this relationship; I’m done.’

- A SUPER-FEELER



Have you been in Stacey’s shoes? Despite her desire to have a family life, her emotions dictated her actions 24/7 in the relationship with her boyfriend, and she ended up with a fifth breakup. Why does this keep happening to her? What makes her get so angry at her boyfriend so quickly and so often?

Here is a three-part response to make sense of Stacey’s behavior: 1) her temperament, 2) her limbic system, and 3) her learning history.

YOUR TEMPERAMENT

Your genetic makeup predisposes you to a particular type of emotional baseline from which you respond to your internal and external world; we call this “temperament.” Some people are wired to be sharpeners and others are levelers. Levelers are usually more mellow-yellow, as my students once said, and it takes a lot for them to have a reaction. Sharpeners, on the other hand, tend to be more sensitive, attuned, and impressionable; they react more to their surroundings, people’s facial expressions and tone of voice, noise, sensory stimuli, and so on. Super-feelers tend to have a sharpener temperament in general.

YOUR LIMBIC SYSTEM

The limbic system is the area of the brain in charge of emotional processing, and it has a set of structures that interact together. There are two organs that play a key role: the amygdala and the hippocampus.

The amygdala, even though it is about the size of an almond, has the incredible power to alert us when a situation is perceived as threatening, signaling a “danger alarm” in our brain and compelling us to take immediate action. The hippocampus stores the specifics of a situation, including the dry facts, and basically acts as the memory of the limbic system. The amygdala and the hippocampus together, as safety guards, check whether a current situation matches or is similar to an alarming past encounter, and if the match is positive, then the amygdala signals the danger alarm. It’s as if your body hears a fire alarm or a car honking at you when you’re crossing the street.

The challenge with the interaction between the hippocampus and the amygdala is that, given the hundreds of experiences you go through on any given day, most of the time there are pieces of data, situations, and events in the present that are connected to past encounters that have been perceived as uncomfortable, risky, or threatening. Because of this association between the past and the present, the fire alarm of your limbic system gets activated over and over again, even if you’re not in danger at that moment.

Different neurological studies have suggested that super-feelers have an overactive amygdala, which explains why they often exhibit a higher frequency of emotional and behavioral reactivity across various situations; super-feelers, in a nutshell, are biologically predisposed to feel too much, too quickly, and to behave reactively in the moment.

YOUR LEARNING HISTORY

Did you ever attend a class called Emotions 101? Of course not. We learn as we go. Since you were born, you’ve been learning through every single encounter you have in your life. As a baby, you learned about the world through your senses; it’s a sensory world based on what you see, hear, touch, taste, and smell. When you learn to talk, you continue learning through the use of language and by making all types of associations, relationships, and connections in a symbolic world: words, sentences, memories, and so on. You’re constantly learning, every moment, without end. Sometimes you learn information by explicitly being told or taught or by searching yourself; other times, you’re just exposed to information that you’re not even fully aware of. Can you imagine in this moment all the information you have in your brain, things that you know you know and all the things that you don’t know you know?

As a super-feeler, you learned to handle your emotional landscape based on all the direct and indirect memos you received from the people around you, from the different relationships you participated in, and from all the societal messages about the “right” way to handle emotions; it’s your learning history.

For instance, Stacey recalled different memories when she was 11 years old in which every time her brother was playing with her favorite toys, or her mom refused to give her dessert, or her father didn’t want to take her to swim, she felt outrage and then screamed from the bottom of her lungs at everyone until they gave up and responded to her needs. In Stacey’s words, she didn’t know what else to do to get what she needed at times because she felt that nobody listened to her as the baby daughter. Stacey learned to deal with intense anger and other emotions as best she could, and this became part of her learning history. Later on, because she couldn’t tolerate the intensity and stress that came with feeling angry, hurt, or disappointed, she sometimes used drugs, cut her wrists, or tried to make sense of her struggle by blaming others.

It’s the interaction among your temperament, limbic system, and learning history that creates your personal signature as a super-feeler.

It’s Courageous to Be in Your Shoes

It’s really hard to go through the swing of emotions up and down, left and right, and up and down again when your emotional switch is on, dragging you into emotional hell, and your limbic system is working really hard to get your attention, organizing your body around a particular action-urge, and demanding you do something right away. It’s tough — really tough.

Nobody knows what happens under your skin when your emotional machinery gets activated and all the effort it takes you to not do whatever those distressing and obnoxious feelings tell you to do. It’s actually courageous to be in your shoes and to handle your feelings, given how little latitude your amygdala provides in any particular moment. Many super-feelers, in an attempt to manage their intense emotions, rely on unconstructive responses. I call these “quick fixes,” because they might work in the short term, but they get you into even more trouble in the long run. These unhelpful — even risky — responses are the subject of the next chapter.


Chapter 2: Why Your Quick Fixes Aren’t Working

When your emotional machinery gets activated, you go from one feeling to another, like an emotional chain, and if some of those feelings are uncomfortable, like any human being, you will naturally do whatever it takes to suppress, minimize, or neutralize your discomfort right away. We all do things that pay off immediately, especially when we are distressed; it’s as if getting an offer today of $100 for a talk is more attractive than an offer of $150 next week for the same talk.

Trying to Manage Feelings with Quick Fixes

Super-feelers, with their best efforts and intentions, do what they can to manage their crushing emotions, and sometimes they manage them with quick fixes. Let’s briefly look at each one.

SCOTCH, SEX, WORK, AND CHOCOLATE


[image: ]It’s 11:00 p.m. Monday night, and after having a long day at work, Jeff, a super-feeler, arrives home ready to eat. There is Bob, waiting for him, and after greeting him, Bob says, “Why didn’t you reply to my text this afternoon?” Jeff quickly looks at him, and even though he is tired, he stares angrily at Bob and screams, “Is this how you greet me on a Monday night at 11 p.m., after a long day of work, and the beginning of the week? This is just unbearable. I don’t know what else to do with you and, of course, now you’re going to have a puppy face as if it’s my fault for us to be arguing. Why don’t you just keep your mouth shut?” Bob doesn’t respond, and quickly moves toward the living room.

For the next hour, Jeff tells Bob how often he says the wrong thing at the wrong time, and how he needs to relax himself with a stiff drink because it helps him control himself and fall asleep. Bob doesn’t say a word; it’s as if he’s paralyzed, confused, and numb; he looks at his phone and reads his earlier text: “What time will you be home so I can have dinner ready for us?”

Jeff continues drinking and complaining about Bob’s inappropriate text.



Here is the issue: at some point, you have learned to handle the emotional turmoil that comes with dealing with other people and upsetting life situations by using quick responses that simply feel good in the moment, distract you from your pain, and even make it go away for a couple of moments. All of these quick fixes, such as drinking, acting out sexually, or excessively focusing on your job, work so well, and feel so good, that you go back to them over and over; in a sense, you over learn them.

IF YOU’RE HAPPY AND YOU KNOW IT, EAT A SNACK

Recently, when going over different ways a client handles difficulties at work with her boss, she reminded me about an old commercial from Weight Watchers. Recognize this song? “If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands . . .” In the commercial, the song was modified to:

If you’re happy and you know, eat a snack.
If you’re angry and you know it, eat a snack.
If you’re sad, and you know it, eat a snack.

When you’re hurting, it does make sense that you will do anything you can to get rid of your discomfort, and escaping to a place that’s more enjoyable and pleasing is always an option. Do you ever escape from a distressful feeling by using your favorite snacks, treats, or food to calm yourself? Or do you manage those crushing feelings by avoiding eating or even counting how many pieces of a food item you consume?

Distressful feelings are caused by all types of things that happen outside of you and within you; sometimes, super-feelers get troubled by how they feel when looking at their body or particular body areas or by the bodily sensations that come along with looking at different food items.

SHOPPING


[image: ]Every time Anastasia had an argument with her mom and felt frustrated by it, she quickly went to the mall to buy herself a pair of shoes or a purse. Her closet had more than twenty purses of fancy brands and thirty pairs of stilettos; together, they totaled $25,000.

When Anastasia lost her job six months ago, she went back to live with her parents because she couldn’t afford the cost of living alone, and she started taking online classes to improve her career. Spending $25,000 in purses and shoes was significantly over what she could financially afford.



Anastasia had a long history of problems with her mom, feeling unseen, unheard, and compared with her sister; every time they had an argument, regardless of how it started, Anastasia felt like her body went into fire mode and she could even visibly see the signs of it when looking at herself in the mirror. “It’s a combination of things I feel in the moment, like angry and frustrated,” she said. Over the years, Anastasia learned to get out of that emotional hell by soothing herself with things she enjoyed the most: purses and stilettos. Even though she couldn’t afford them, it was a quick fix.

Have you been in Anastasia’s shoes at some point or another?

TO BE ALIVE, TO BE DEAD, OR TO CUT


Dorothy: When I turn thirty, I’ll stop my pain.

Matt: I’ll finish my life on Valentine’s Day.

Chris: When my mom dies, then I’ll commit suicide.

Stephanie: The day my kid turns eighteen, then I’ll put a stop to

my suffering.



These are some of the announcements made by super-feelers at some point in their lives. Going through emotional hell is exhausting for super-feelers, and their sensitivity to rejection, abandonment, and other ongoing negative feelings is so intense that all they want is a way out of it.

A client of mine, Joe, told me once: “I have been in misery since I was twelve. I’m thirty-three and I’m here, still in misery; my misery doesn’t go away.” Asking more about Joe’s struggle, I learned that he often goes through intense feelings of loneliness and despair. He becomes so overwhelmed by these feelings and doesn’t know any other way to interrupt them except by cutting his wrists, sometimes with a single cut, sometimes with multiple cuts.

Who wouldn’t come up with thoughts about suicide or urges to cut when every struggle feels like a third-degree burn? It’s a hard place to be when the emotional switch is on and you have been living an emotional roller coaster of intense emotions. At some point, your inner voice says, “There is no point in trying; my life is over.”

Fantasy Island: Trying to Stop Your Feelings

Another way super-feelers manage their unpleasant feelings is by trying to just stop what they feel. But did you ever place your hand at the mouth of a water faucet while it’s running, as if trying to keep the water from coming out? If not, I would highly recommend that you go to a sink and turn on the faucet. Let the water run, and after a couple of seconds, place your hand, palm up, on the faucet and press against the water. What happens? You just made a mess, didn’t you? Every time I do this exercise, the water sprays all over. Similarly, when we’re trying to suppress emotions, they gush out all over.

Here is something to keep in mind: each emotion is a multilayered experience. You don’t have to take my word for it, just check with your experience right now. Bring to mind a sweet memory you had last week, hold it for a couple of moments, and notice the different aspects of the emotional experience: reactions in your body, feelings that come along, the intensity of those emotions, the thoughts that show up in your mind, and even the go-to actions you had in those moments.

What did you notice? Emotions have micro-components, including thoughts, body sensations, urges, and images, and as complex as they look, they have a beginning and an end. If you let them be, without doing anything about them, as you just did in this previous exercise, they come and they go. You don’t need to be trapped in emotional misery. The challenge is that some feelings can be so distressing at times that you try to stop them. However, every time you try to suppress those uncomfortable emotions, other painful feelings appear and you’re trapped in an emotional loop.

Can you tell yourself to be happy, or sad, or angry in this moment? How did it work? Quite likely, it didn’t. Trying to suppress your feelings is like getting a ticket to Fantasy Island, because it is a fantasy to believe you can control, stop, or block your emotions. You don’t have control of what you feel; you feel what you feel. You only have control over your actions when you’re caught in the grip of self-defeating emotions.

Long-Term Solutions

Running away from your pain by drinking alcohol, having sex, overworking, soothing yourself with food, buying things you can’t afford, cutting, planning the perfect time to commit suicide, or trying to stop what you feel, are all understandable responses given the amount of emotional agony you experience at times. These aren’t the ideal responses, and yet, they’re understandable.

Here is a key question for you: how do these quick fixes work in the long run? Do they help you be the person you want to be? What happens to your relationships?

Let’s step back together and see if you can look at your private mirror by completing the following exercise.

Exercise: Inventory of Quick Fixes

Do your best to complete the following chart, looking at times in your life when you used quick fixes as a kid, teenager, young adult, and currently.








	Situation 	Quick Fix 	Long-Term Result for You and Others Involved

	
 	 	

	
 	 	




As super-feeler, when you’re in pain, you understandably do everything you can to get out of your emotional hell. The challenge is that all those quick fixes only work in the short term; it’s a matter of time until your emotional switch gets turned on again, those unbearable emotions get activated, and you’re back exactly where you were before, harassed by those feelings and doing everything you can to get rid of them.

Here is the paradox: the more you try to escape from those painful feelings or quickly take action based on them, the more you get trapped in a loop that makes your pain worse in the long term. Once you start the cycle of emotionally escaping, you get hooked on a pattern that maintains itself and takes you far away from being the best version of yourself. All emotions are acceptable, but not all behaviors are effective for you in the long run.

Here you are today, reading this book, and maybe still feeling the emptiness of not having the life you want to have. As unbelievable as it may seem, making a shift from where you are to where you want to be is possible. There are other options.
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