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1. The Emotional Brain


The process of interacting with the world involves a delicate balance between two components of the human mind: the emotional mind and the rational mind.  While the emotional mind is responsible for instinctive, impulsive, potent, and sometimes illogical responses to stimuli, the rational mind is responsible for thought, contemplation, reflection, and the processing of stimuli and emotion to create a logical and thoughtful reaction.  One’s actions are therefore based on which component of the mind is more powerful.  In most cases, the rational mind wins out over the emotional mind.  However, in situations of great danger, fear, or excitement, the emotional mind may bring about an immediate reaction.

Scientists believe that the emotional mind arose from the most primitive part of the human brain, the brainstem.  Some have hypothesized that the immediate and instinctive reactions created by the brainstem were necessary for survival in prehistoric time, when even pausing for a split second to think could lead to catastrophe.  As humans evolved and instinctive reactions became seemingly less important, other sections of the brain began to develop from the brainstem, including the neocortex, the division responsible for rational thought.  However, even with today’s diminished dependence on immediate emotional reactions, sensory stimuli are sent almost immediately to the amygdala, the component of the limbic system that stores emotional memory and is responsible for the emotional response to stimuli.  A sensory signal is also sent to the neocortex, but the signal travels more slowly than the one sent to the amygdala.  Therefore, if a stimulus is very powerful, it can stimulate the amygdala and elicit an immediate emotional reaction before the stimulus even reaches the neocortex.  Under normal circumstances, however, the prefrontal lobe of the neocortex is able to modulate the actions of the amygdala.  The right prefrontal lobe seems to be responsible for negative feelings, such as fear and apprehension, while the left prefrontal lobe inhibits all but the strongest negative emotions brought about by the right lobe.  Damage to the left prefrontal cortex cause patients to experience devastating feelings of worry and fear, while a lesion in the right prefrontal cortex results in overwhelming happiness and relaxation.  In addition, the prefrontal cortex is responsible for working memory; therefore, intensely emotional stimuli can interfere with proper functioning of the prefrontal cortex and thereby have an effect on intellectual tasks.

One study found that a group of students with high IQ scores who were performing poorly in school had impaired frontal cortex function.  These students also tended to be disruptive, anxious, impulsive, and in poor control of their emotions, suggesting that the prefrontal cortex was unable to suppress the actions of the amygdala.  This study not only demonstrates a link between emotion and intelligence, but it also suggests that intelligence is reliant on both intellect and the ability to control and process emotion.

2. The Nature of Emotional Intelligence

Several studies have demonstrated that students with high IQs do not necessarily succeed in their adolescent and adult lives.  While individuals with purely high IQs possess a great range of intellectual interests and abilities, they have difficulty dealing with their own emotions and with the emotions of others.  Other intangible characteristics and abilities, such as self-motivation, impulse control, the ability to regulate one’s own emotions, and empathizing with others clearly have an effect on a person’s accomplishments in life; these qualities have been collectively termed “emotional intelligence.”  People with high emotional intelligence levels excel socially, are outgoing and cheerful, are rarely fearful or worried, and are sympathetic and caring in their relationships.  Emotional intelligence can be broken down into five main domains: knowing one’s emotions, managing emotions, motivating oneself, recognizing emotions in others, and handling relationships.


1. Knowing one’s emotions.  People deal with their emotions by either being aware of them, engulfed by them, or accepting of them.  Individuals who are aware of their emotions are able to manage their emotions more easily because they are able to recognize that they are feeling a particular emotion at a certain time and are able to reflect on their emotions.  Conversely, those who are engulfed by their emotions are not very aware of their own feelings, and therefore become lost in them, resulting in a feeling of being overwhelmed by their emotions.  People who are accepting of their moods are clear about their feelings, but they also do not try to change them.  In addition, being aware of one’s emotions also plays a role in making decisions, such as in trusting one’s “gut feeling.”  Therefore, individuals who are aware of their own emotions are able to have a more certain sense of how they really feel about the decisions they make throughout their lives.


2. Managing emotions.  Anger is a powerful emotion that builds on itself; escalating anger is caused by a series of aggravations, resulting in emotion’s ability to overcome reason.  Ways in which people manage their anger include reflection on the situation, distraction through a long walk or exercise, and relaxation.  However, if individuals are not aware of their anger, it will be difficult for them to cool off.  Worry is another emotion that can spiral out of control without careful management.  Chronic worry can lead to an intensifying cycle, possibly leading to phobias, obsessions and compulsions, or panic attacks.  Worry can also worsen feelings of melancholy and depression.  Like anger, worry can be controlled through self-awareness of its onset, and further control may be achieved through relaxation techniques.  Individuals who are able to manage their emotions can more easily rebound from setbacks, disappointments, and frustrations, while those who are poor managers of their feelings find themselves always fighting feelings of distress and anger.


3. Motivating oneself.  Managing one’s emotions in order to reach a goal is essential for paying attention, mastery, creativity, and self-motivation.  For example, students who are anxious, angry, or depressed have difficulty learning.  Students who are overwhelmed by worry before an exam will not be able to perform well because they will be worrying about failing rather than thinking about the exam questions.  When emotions overpower concentration, as in the aforementioned situation, the working memory is overwhelmed, making even simple tasks such as reading a sentence difficult.  In contrast, positive motivation has an obvious positive function in successful individuals.  Self-motivation may include pleasure from performing the current task, a healthy degree of anxiety, optimism, or hope.  In addition, emotional self-control, or the ability to stifle impulsiveness and delay gratification, is the building block for achievement.  

Successful individuals have described situations in which they have achieved a level of peak performance, and have disappeared into an ecstatic and steady absorption in the moment.  This state is called “flow” or “the zone.”  People in the flow state have perfect control over the task at hand, are able to unconsciously respond to changing demands, and receive positive self-feedback in the form of ecstasy and relaxation.  Some have proposed using the concept of flow in education.  Entry to the flow state can occur when students find a task they are skilled at, and face it at a level that slightly taxes their ability.  In addition, because being in the flow state results in positive self-feedback, students who are in flow will be more interested in what they are learning about.  Further, students in the flow state are not bored because their tasks are not too simple, nor are they worried and anxious because their tasks are not overly difficult.  Being able to get into the flow state enables outstanding performance of all types; people who have this skill tend to be more highly productive and effective in any enterprise.


4. Recognizing emotions in others.  Empathy, or the ability to perceive the subjective experience of another person, develops from self-awareness; if people are more understanding of their own emotions, they will be more adept in understanding the feelings of others.  The development of empathy begins in infancy through the process of attunement between parent and child.  Through attunement, parents let their children know that they have a sense of what that child is feeling.  Lack of attunement during infancy may develop into later emotional dysfunction for the child; a study demonstrated that a cohort of violent criminals had life histories that suggested emotional neglect and lack of attunement during infancy and childhood.  Not surprisingly, lack of empathy is a common characteristic in murderers, rapists, and child molesters.  In contrast, individuals who are empathic are more attuned to the subtle social signals that indicate what others need or want, making them proficient in occupations such as the caring professions, teaching, sales, and management.  In addition, empathy is the root for caring for others and acts of altruism.  


5. Handling relationships.  While the exchange of emotions between people is often subtle and virtually unnoticeable, these emotional signals are essential in interpersonal interactions; people who are poor at receiving these cues are prone to problems in their relationships.  Individuals who possess interpersonal intelligence are skilled in organizing groups, negotiating solutions, personal connection, and social analysis.  Unlike some people who would do almost anything to gain approval, these individuals are able to please others while staying true to themselves and without compromising their own beliefs or values.  Studies of children trying to become part of an established play group have found that popular children take time to passively observe the group dynamic, eventually join the group in a tentative and cautious fashion, and then continue to observe the group’s interactions in an attempt to understand the group dynamic before entering in the group activity or conversation.  On the other hand, children who have trouble reading other’s emotions are often frustrated, unpopular, and socially isolated.  The ability to initiate and maintain relationships is due, in large part, to skill in managing emotions in others.

3. Emotional Intelligence Applied

The application of emotional intelligence has been studied in various situations, such as marriages, workplace interactions, and medicine.  In marriage, the emotional differences between men and women have their roots in childhood, where girls are exposed to more information about emotion than boys.  By age 13, girls have learned to respond to their feelings of anger by using ostracism, gossip, and indirect vendettas, while boys continue to respond to anger by being confrontational.  In addition, while girls tend to see themselves as part of a group, boys try to remain independent and autonomous.  These differences between the sexes set up problems in adult relationships.  For example, women are more adept at reading both verbal and nonverbal emotional cues, and are more apt to bring up grievances about the marriage.  On the other hand, men tend not to necessarily understand what their wives want from them, and are slow to discuss problems in the relationship.  As a result, it is key for couples to find an emotionally intelligent manner in which to resolve disputes, rather than using hostile speech, sarcastic remarks, or silence.  For example, husbands should learn not to avoid conflict, but to understand that their wives’ grievances are often an act of love in an attempt to keep their relationship healthy.  In addition, wives should be careful not to turn their grievances into a personal attack.  Further, both parties should learn how to listen without becoming defensive; nondefensive listening is empathy.


Emotional intelligence in the workplace has become increasingly more important.  Studies have shown that both academic talent and IQ are poor predictors of on-the-job productivity, and that successful individuals are able to work through setbacks because of good relationships with coworkers.  Skills possessed by successful individuals include being attuned to the feelings of coworkers and being able to resolve disagreements before they escalate.  The ability to give specific feedback and artful critique are also extremely valuable skills; vague criticism and off-hand remarks do not offer the recipient any ideas about how to improve his or her performance, and they also may bring about a feeling of anger, depression, or helplessness.  The ability to properly deal with prejudice and bias is also an important skill; while objecting to or pointing out an act of bias as it occurs discourages the act from taking place again, ignoring an act of prejudice condones it.  Organizational teamwork is also exceptionally critical, as collaboration is often the key to success.  Being a good team member depends mostly on emotional intelligence; maximum group performance seems to be related to the degree to which members are able to create a state of internal harmony.  Studies have demonstrated that individuals who are too eager to participate surprisingly are a drag on the group, as these group members were too controlling or overbearing.  As expected, members who do not participate bring down the group as well.  


The effects of emotion in medicine have gained more attention recently, and several studies have demonstrated a link between emotion and physical states.  Scientists are examining the field of psychoneuroimmunology, as studies have demonstrated that emotion have a powerful effect on the autonomic nervous system, which in turn has a direct effect on the immune system.  The effect of emotion on the immune system may also play a role in physicians’ inattentiveness to patients’ emotions when treating illnesses; data have shown that providing emotional interventions is important in the treatment of physical maladies.  Studies have also shown that anger, anxiety, and depression all have severe negative effects on physical well-being.  A study examining the effects of anger on the heart found that remembering an incident that caused anger decreased cardiac pumping efficiency by over 7 percent, a range that cardiologists regard as a sign of myocardial ischemia.  Other investigations have demonstrated that repeated episodes of anger, which immediately cause an increase in heart rate and blood pressure, can cause microscopic tears in coronary arteries, making it easier for plaque to be deposited, and eventually leading to coronary artery disease.  Further, contrary to popular belief, ventilating one’s anger only feeds the fire.

Anxiety and stress can also exacerbate medical problems.  Various studies have found that stress compromises immune function, leading to increasing vulnerability to viral infections, increased arterial plaque formation and atherosclerosis, increased blood clot formation and risk of myocardial infarction, accelerated onset of type 1 diabetes and course of type 2 diabetes, worsened or triggered asthma attacks, and even accelerated rate of cancer metastasis.  A clear link between depression and poor prognosis has also been demonstrated.  Social isolation doubles an individual’s risk of sickness or death, and patients who are optimistic and hopeful are much more likely to recover than patients who are pessimistic.  

There are various ways to incorporate emotion and emotional intelligence to medical care.  Patients who talk to someone about their troubles have a much better outcome than those who keep their feelings bottled up inside; a study found that women with advanced breast cancer who went to weekly meetings where they could talk with each other about their fears, pain, and other issues survived twice as long as women who kept to themselves.  Also, many patients come to the doctor’s office with the intention of asking specific questions about their condition, but leave without having their questions answered; taking the time to address patients’ questions will not only help inform the patient about their illness, but it will also potentially put patients at emotional ease.  Finally, several hospitals and medical centers offer relaxation training.  Relaxation and yoga, in conjunction with a low-fat diet, has been shown to reverse arterial plaque buildup; reversing the effects of stress arousal through relaxation techniques should be able to lessen or reverse physical and emotional ailments.

4. Windows of Opportunity


Family life is the first school for emotional learning; therefore, good family relationships are essential for the development of emotional intelligence.  Poor parenting styles that can have a negative effect on their child’s emotional development include ignoring their child’s feelings altogether, being too lenient with their child, or showing no respect for their child’s feelings.  The most effective parents are able to serve as emotional coaches when their child becomes upset, helping them to find positive ways to calm their emotions; however, in order to effectively coach their children, parents must themselves understand the concepts of emotional intelligence.  Parental influence on emotional development seems to begin in infancy.  For example, infants who are given approval and encouragement when attempting to perform new tasks will become confident and optimistic, while infants who come from chaotic or neglectful homes seem to expect to fail.  In addition, a child’s trust or mistrust, which develops in infancy during such events as feedings and uncertain situations, manifests itself in childhood and adulthood relationships.  Further, a report from the National Center for Clinical Infant Programs found that a child’s emotional abilities, such as his or her level of self-assuredness, level of interest, ability to quell impulsiveness, ability to follow directions, and ability to express their needs are predictors of school success; a child’s intellect or reading aptitude were unable to predict school success.  Infancy and childhood appear to be critical times for emotional teachings.


Traumatic events can cause an emotional condition known as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in which memories of the trauma can become mental hair-triggers, resulting in uncontrollable stress and a constant feeling of fear, helplessness, and anxiety.  PTSD is believed to lower one’s threshold for alarm due to an increased release of stress hormones, such as CRF, epinephrine, and norepinephrine.  These hormones prepare the body for a “fight or flight” response, which keeps a person constantly on edge.  In addition, the brain secretes greater-than-normal levels of endorphins, which increase one’s pain tolerance but also numb certain feelings, causing individuals to be emotionally numb and unable to feel pleasure.  While these increases of these chemicals offer short-term advantages, long-term increases of stress hormones and endorphins clearly have a negative effect on one’s emotional health.  Ultimately, patients with PTSD must learn how to diminish their levels of fear either through medications, relaxation techniques, or psychotherapy.  


Genetics also play a role in emotional development through temperament, or the moods that characterize one’s emotional life.  Temperament is very important in emotional development over a lifetime; for instance, shy and fearful children tend to grow up to be shy and fearful adults.  There are at least four temperamental types: timid, bold, upbeat, and melancholy.  Studies have demonstrated that specific patterns of brain activity cause individuals to have specific temperaments.  For example, timid children have a neural circuitry that makes them more reactive to even mild levels of stress.  Although temperament is genetic, it can be changed through experiences in infancy.  For example, parents who allow their timid infants to learn how to cope with new and upsetting situations help to teach their children to be braver.  Further, parents who protect their timid infants from frustration and anxiety seem to intensify the infant’s uncertainty.  The essential lesson of childhood seems to be learning how to soothe oneself when upset.

5. Emotional Literacy

The ability for students to understand and handle emotions is not being addressed in school curricula: it seem that schools are more concerned with students’ ability to read and write than their ability to defuse disagreements that have the potential to escalate to tragedy.  This is compounded by the finding that the emotional well-being of children has been steadily decreasing over the years.  In fact, the most common cause of teenage disability is mental illness.  Psychologists have speculated that emotional dysfunction in children and adolescents are due to the increases in daily stress imposed by today’s society; these stress levels are so high that even strong families have become disrupted.  Because these families no longer function effectively enough to provide children with stability, emotional dysfunctions, such as aggression, depression, eating disorders, and drug addiction have an easier chance to take root and grow.

Studies have found that children who are bullies or overly angry act on the assumption of hostility.  For example, these children immediately perceive an innocent bump from another student in the school’s hallway as a malicious act, and strike back in retaliation.  These children instantly presume malevolence and do not entertain the possibility of innocence.  Not surprisingly, these children also have a low threshold for upset and are socially unpopular.  Unless these children are taught to tame their aggression, many grow up to be bullies, social outcasts, and criminals.  An experimental program working with anger-ridden grade-school troublemakers sought to teach anger control, proper interpretation of social cues, emotional self-awareness, and empathy.  The program had positive long-term effects, as children in the program were found to be less aggressive as teenagers.

Two types of emotional tendencies lead children to become social outcasts.  The first is a tendency for angry outbursts and to perceive hostility even where none is intended, and the second is a tendency to be timid, anxious, and socially shy.  In addition, social outcasts tend to be awkward and somehow “off” because of their inability to understand and properly give off emotional signals.  These children feel great anxiety, worry, depression, and loneliness; studies have also demonstrated that how popular a child was in third grade is a better predictor of mental health problems at age 18 than school performance, IQ, and psychological test scores.  

Depression is becoming more and more common in children and teenagers.  Psychiatrists have hypothesized that the erosion of the nuclear family, due to increases in divorce rates and decreases in parental availability to their children, results in decreased stability and sources of self-identification, which makes children more susceptible to depression.  In addition, parental indifference to children’s needs seems to be increasing as work hours increase, which can also leave a child more susceptible to becoming depressed.  Because depressed children perform poorly in both social settings and academic tasks, they become neglected in school both by fellow students and teachers, compounding their depression.  While it is clearly important to treat childhood depression, its prevention is extremely important, as even mild episodes of childhood depression can lead to more severe episodes in adolescence and adulthood.  Studies have found that teaching children more productive ways of looking at their difficulties lowers their risk of depression.

The development of eating disorders is also of great concern to the adolescent population.  A study of girls in the seventh through tenth grades found that those who failed to tell distressing feelings from one another and were unable to control those emotions were at a higher risk of developing an eating disorder.  These girls, who have a poor inner awareness and weak social skills as a result of their aforementioned emotional deficits, fail to deal effectively with distress, turning to or away from food in response to upset.  Effective treatments for these girls may include teaching them how to identify their feelings and ways to deal with their emotions more productively.

Individuals who are dependent on alcohol and drugs seem to use these substances as a medication to soothe feelings of anxiety, anger, or depression.  Studies of alcoholic individuals suggest that these feelings are caused by deficiencies in neurotransmitters, leading these individuals to drink in order to calm their emotions.  Acquiring the ability to handle these negative emotions removes the impetus to use alcohol or drugs; this approach is used in Alcoholics Anonymous and other recovery programs.

Campaigns to end such problems as drug use, teen pregnancy, and violence are flawed because they do not address the issue until it has reached epidemic proportions; essentially, these campaigns are crisis interventions.  The proper approach would be to offer prevention, rather than attempting to play catch up.  Teaching children basic information about these problems, however, has not had a positive effect.  For example, teaching children basic information about sexual abuse, such as the difference between “good” and “bad” touching, was found to be worse than no education program in the prevention of sexual abuse.  Further, children who had been educated through basic programs and who had subsequently become victims of sexual assault were half as likely to report the assault than were children who had no programs at all.  In contrast, children given more comprehensive training, including lessons about their emotional and social competence, were better able to protect themselves against an assault.  It was not enough for these children to know the difference between “good” and “bad” touching; these children had the emotional self-awareness to know when a situation feels wrong or distressing long before the touching begins.  Clearly, prevention programs need to teach a variety of emotional skills in order for it to be successful.

Several schools across the United States have incorporated emotional teaching in their curricula.  Some schools have devoted entire courses to emotional teaching, while others have incorporated lessons about emotions with subjects already taught.  These emotional teaching programs address a variety of emotional skills, including emotional self-awareness, the ability to manage one’s emotions, and the ability to express one’s point of view without escalating a conflict.  These programs have succeeded in both wealthy and poor settings.  Psychiatrists contend that the years of transition into grade school and later into middle school are two critical points in a child’s development; performance in school, both academically and socially, can have an extremely important impact on a child’s future outlook on life.  It is therefore important to teach the lessons of emotional intelligence earlier in school rather than later.

Studies have demonstrated that emotional literacy programs improve children’s academic achievement scores and school performance.  Emotional literacy programs should address emotional self-awareness, the management of emotions, the ability to harness emotions productively, empathy, and relationship dynamics.  Schools have an essential role in the development of emotional intelligence through the teaching of self-discipline and empathy, which leads to caring, altruism, and a commitment to civic and moral values.  In this respect, emotional literacy is intimately linked with education.

