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Naming your emotions is a remarkably effective method for making them less intense. 
 
Whenever you are feeling anxious (or fearful, angry, sad, ashamed, embarrassed, etc.) – 
you can begin the process of transforming that emotion, by calling the emotion by its 
name.  
 
This method of labeling might sound silly at first, but the act of saying how you feel out loud 
will highlight your emotions for you and help you pay extra attention to what you’re 
experiencing.  
 
Describing your emotions aloud, especially your overwhelming emotions, can also help 
deflate your distressing feelings. So the more you can talk about an emotion, the less urge 
you might have to do something about it. You do not have to scream how you feel; it might 
be enough to say your emotion quietly to yourself. Just find what works best for you. Say to 
yourself:  “Right now I feel…”  
 
And remember to pay attention to your pleasant and joyful emotions too. The more you’re 
able to recognize them and say them out loud, the more fully you’ll be able to enjoy those 
feelings. 

The Research 

A lot of recent research suggests that when we name our emotions, they lose some of their 
power and an opportunity opens up for us to make better, more deliberate decisions. 
 
Consider this experiment from the University of California at Los Angeles. Dr. Michelle 
Craske tested out this hypothesis about labelling emotions with a group of participants with a 
fear of spiders. She started the experiment by having them approach a large, live tarantula in 
an open container outdoors  – and told them to keep getting closer until they touched it, if 
they could get far. Then the participants were brought inside, put in front of another live 
tarantula in a container, and divided into four groups, based on the instructions they were 
given for how to think about the spider.  
 
The first group was asked to describe the experience of being around the spider and label 
what they were feeling. For example, “I’m scared of that huge, hairy tarantula.” Now this is 
actually a radical way to respond. Normally the goal is to make people think differently about 
the spider so that it appears less threatening – and this is exactly what the second group 
was instructed to do. They would say, for example, “The spider is in a cage and can’t hurt 
me, so I don’t need to be afraid.” The third group was instructed to say something that was 
irrelevant to the spider, and the fourth group was simply exposed, not instructed to say 
anything at all. 
 
One week later, all the participants were re-exposed to the live tarantula in the outdoor 
setting, and told to get as close as possible, and touch it with a finger if they could.  
 
Dr. Craske and her colleagues measured how close all the participants got to the spider, 
how distressed they were, and their physiological responses, specifically how much the 
participants’ hands sweated, which is a good measure of fear.  
 
So what did they find?  
 

mailto:Tony@tycoaching.nz
http://www.tycoaching.nz/


 
ANXIETYSOLUTIONS: NAME WHAT YOU'RE FEELING 

 
Tony@tycoaching.nz Mobile: 021 056 8389 www.tycoaching.nz  

Page 2 of 4 

The group that labelled their fear of the spider performed far better than the other 
groups. They got closer, were less emotionally aroused, and their hands were sweating 
significantly less. 
 
Neuroscience research by Matt Lieberman also undertook research that showed how 
acknowledging your stress can move reactivity in your brain from the automatic and reactive 
centres to the more conscious and deliberate ones. In one study, participants in a brain scan 
were shown negative emotional images. When asked to label the emotion the images 
invoked, neural activity moved from the amygdala region (the seat of emotion) to the 
prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain in which we do our conscious and deliberate thinking. 
In other words, purposefully acknowledging stress lets you pause your visceral reaction, 
allowing you to choose a more enhancing response. 
 
So what does this mean?  
 
Naming emotions seems to bridge the gap between thoughts and feelings, and 
making an emotion the object of your cognitive scrutiny seems to diminish its raw 
intensity. 

 
 
Naming Your Emotion/Feeling is a surprisingly simple technique that you can use to break 
the cycle of negative thoughts that are fuelling your anxiety. It can work not only for anxiety 
but any uncomfortable emotion/feeling that has a tendency to escalate. 
 
The concept is incredibly simple, although it might seem a little challenging to do at first. As 
with most things, practice helps!   

So here it is … 

Whenever you are feeling anxious (or fearful, angry, sad, ashamed, embarrassed, etc.) –  

NAME IT (preferably out loud) 

“Hello Anxiety (Fear, Embarrassment, Frustration etc).”  

Whatever the emotion or feeling is simply, NAME IT. 

If you like, you can embellish the naming process: “Oh, hello Anxiety. You’re here again.” 
 
This simple act of naming does something very important. It allows you to take a step back 
from the emotion (dissociate). Rather than being caught up in the endless stream of 
thoughts and feelings, you can now stand on the bank and watch the river instead. 

You become the observer of the stream of your thoughts and feelings.  

And this is a powerful position to be in. Taking a step back from the feelings and thoughts 
can give you the space to explore them it a little. You can take a new perspective and gain a 
different point of view. New options on how to proceed may present themselves to you. You 
can now make conscious, positive choices about what to do next. 
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A powerful question to ask yourself as you observe a thought or feeling is:  

“Is this thought/feeling helping me? Does it contribute to my wellbeing in any way?”  

If the answer is “No”, one possible choice is “I am letting go of this feeling/thought now”. 

And that might just be enough to cause that feeling to rapidly subside. 

Working with anxiety and fear in this way can be challenging at first. It may be beneficial to 
practice with something easier, if it helps. You can practice with hunger, tiredness or 
boredom and all sorts of other milder sensations and feelings. 

Remember the next time you are feeling a difficult emotion: 

1. Name it out loud. 
2. Step out of the stream of thought. 
3. Observe and explore. 
4. Ask “Is this thought/feeling helpful?”  
5. Make a conscious choice about what to do next. 
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If you find you’re having difficultly naming the emotion you’re experiencing the 

Emotoscope Feeling Chart is a great resource.  

Emotions can be complex, multi-layered, even contradictory. Fortunately, the people at Six 
Seconds (www.6seconds.org) created the Emotoscope Feeling Chart, a roadmap for 
working with emotions.  

The chart is broken up into 4 categories: Mad, Sad, Glad and Afraid. And each of those is 
broken down into variations of intensity, so for Mad there are 15 variations, ranging from 
Peeved to Furious. And then a short sentence describing what that emotion is telling you. 

To use the chart start by asking yourself these questions: 

 What am I feeling?  
 And what else? 
 What is the general message of that emotion? This is where Six Seconds’ 

Emotoscope Feeling Chart is super helpful. 
 What choices do I have? 
 What do I really want? 
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