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Finding your 

feelings at work:  

if I only had the 

right words...  

by Bill Cropper – The Change Forum 
Based on excerpts drawn from our self-coaching guide   
EI at Work: Working with Emotional Intelligence © Bill Cropper 2004-15 

 

After 15 years of running Emotional Intelligence workshops for leaders and staff, I can still 
almost guarantee that in every one, there’s a few people who’ll claim feelings don’t affect 
them at work. I’m perplexed by these encounters – and surprised so many people I meet still 
harbour the idea that tuning into feelings gets in the way of rational work practices – that we 
should keep emotions to ourselves at work or better still, put up a sign in reception that says 
“Reason Only please past This Point”.  Feelings can often be off-limits in some teams. 

Feelings – under the influence? 

The truth is everybody has feelings. It’s more a case of whether we admit to them or not. Our brain is 
perpetually firing-off a continual series of electro-chemical transmissions we experience as feelings. No 
matter how rational (or non-feeling) we tell ourselves we are, feelings have a sneaky way of leaking into 
every situation – work included. They have a real impact in terms of getting work done well, relating well 
to bosses and colleagues you work with and creating an emotionally positive work climate.  

Understanding our feelings and tuning in to them – what’s called emotional self-awareness – is a big part 
of what Emotional Intelligence (EI) is all about. Developing emotional skills like perseverance, patience, 
resilience, self-confidence, self-motivation, connectivity and empathy is critical to both work and life 
success. When they’re not there, we notice. People can’t focus and do good work if they’re distracted by 
strong emotions all the time. EI’s also at the heart of great teamwork and good work relationships. It’s 
really a no-brainer: if people don’t get along, it’s going to have an adverse affect on the work somewhere 
along the line. 

The puzzling thing is that feelings are more complex than most of us like to make out. We dramatically 
underestimate the tremendous but subtle impact they have on every aspect of our lives. Busyness, pace 
and pressures we face at work can often obscure the part feelings play in performing positively – or 
poorly for that matter. We often just don’t stop and see how our emotions affect us – how they can 
either help or hinder us.  

 

“Our background stream of feelings runs in perfect parallel to our stream of thought. We always feel some 

mood or other, though we typically do not tune in to the subtle moods that ebb and flow through our daily 

routine… It takes a mental pause to become sensitive to the subterranean murmur of mood – a moment we 

rarely take. Our feelings are always with us, but we are too seldom with them. Instead, we typically become 

aware of emotions only when they build up and boil over…”  Daniel Goleman Working with EI p. 56 
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Feelings – lost or suppressed? 

Even if you’re in tune with your feelings, you may still feel reluctant or uncomfortable to express them in 
the workplace. Many think it might typecast them as weak, unprofessional, undisciplined or that you’ll 
feel awkward or vulnerable?  This doesn’t stop them affecting us and if we’re out of touch with what 
we feel, our ability to control our emotions is diminished. We’re at the whim of our feelings. Our feelings 
control us – especially powerful ones like anger, frustration or panic.  

In teams that cover-up or deny feelings, there’s often a false air of ‘everything’s fine’. It’s the ostrich 
approach. Your head’s in the sand – but feelings are still there. If feelings are suppressed or denied – or 
people are lost and just don’t know what they feel – this leads to confusion, frustration and rage. It also 
increases the chance our unexpressed feelings will either burst open one day or leak into our interactions 
at work – coming across as angry, disgruntled, pushy, terse, demanding, disapproving or disrespectful.  

 

5 Typical Ways we Deal with Feelings: 

 Engulfed: Some of us feel overwhelmed by feelings – trapped, unable to escape them, helpless 
to change them. We let feelings over-run us. My moods control me and I may not even be in 
touch with what those feelings are  

 Accepting: Others may know their feelings – but accept them as given rather than try and 
change them: “That’s just the way I am” we say. We make no effort to deal with feelings, no 
matter how negative, distressing or damaging some of our emotional patterns may be 

 Mindful: Others are aware of their feelings.  They know their moods, control them and can get 
out of a bad mood sooner. They manage their emotions more effectively and positively. 

 Alienated: Some people can’t even describe the feelings they have or they deny their feelings 
– they cover up or avoid mentioning them or they lack the words to express them 

 Masking: is a very common way we deal with feelings. We know we feel something, but we 
just disregard, deny we feel anything or mask whatever it is we’re feeling.   

 
 

Not saying what you feel or keeping feelings to yourself doesn’t work either. You may think you can 
conceal your real emotions behind a poker face, fake your feelings,  or go into emotional neutral and tell 
yourself you’re not having any feelings. But you can’t hide your feelings.  

While our thoughts may be private, our feelings are very public. Fact is everyone’s equipped with the 
equivalent of an emotional radar, called ‘the limbic system’ that enables us to read what others are 
feeling anyway. While you think you’re hiding behind that fixed facial mask, it’s sending out signals 
whether you know it not – and other people’s radars are picking them up. So thinking you can hide or 
disguise feelings is a generally a fanciful piece of self-delusion. 

 

Feelings – finding the right “F” word… 

It can be hard to say what you really feel at work. It doesn’t mean you’ll share every feeling you have 
(who’s got time for that?) but it does mean saying things that really matter to you, or are going to have 
an impact on your work, how you relate or how you might come across. Before you can work on feelings, 
you first have to get in contact with them. This can be painful, insightful and mind-changing.  

And when you do, most of us have trouble finding the right word to express what we’re feeling 
accurately and in an appropriate way.  Most of us think we know how we feel. The reality is many of us 
don’t. Why? Because true feelings have a sneaky way of concealing themselves from us by disguising 
themselves as big, primal labels we more readily use like angry, frustrated, pleased or ‘pissed-off’, which 
are superficial replacements for actually digging down to get in touch with real, deeper feelings that 



 Learning Centred Leadership: Concepts & Conversations  

Copyright  Bill Cropper – The Change Forum 2015  3 

BILL CROPPER 

CECILY CROPPER 

P.O. Box 136 

MISSION BEACH  4852 

QLD Australia 

Int’l: +61-7-4068 7591 

Tel: 07-4068 7591 

Fax: 07-4068 7591 

Mob: 0419-248 733 

teamtech@znet.net.au 

ARTICLES & EXTRACTS 
 
EXTRACT 

reside below the surface. We’re often blinded to our true feelings by one of these ‘big-ticket’ emotional 
words that act as a smoke-screen to seeing what’s really going on for us feeling-wise.  
 

Saying ‘I feel angry’, for example, is a surface level feeling statement. There are deeper level 
feelings behind it that lead to this. When you delve deeper into why you’re feeling angry, you might 
come up with a whole range of things – eg. “I was feeling a sense of loss, left-out, ignored etc...”   

 
 

If we don’t have the right words or enough of them to label what we feel accurately, we can’t name what 
we feel. This means we can’t be rationally aware of our feelings and this limits our ability to control 
them. We still experience them though. This puts us more at risk of emotional hijacks, frustration and a 
sense of feeling isolated from what’s going on with us. 

One key piece of work you can do for yourself is to build an emotional vocabulary.  If we can actually 
name the feelings we’re feeling, this appears to have a calming or controlling effect. Why? Because 
naming feelings engages our ‘thinking’ or rational brain. So dig for deeper feelings below the most 
obvious, surface ones…   

 Mad?  Why were you feeling like that? What crossed your mind to make you feel like that? 

 Angry? So, what was really going for you to make you feel like that? 

Primal Label Is the Real Feeling….? 

Love: affection, intimacy, caring, closeness, passionate, attachment, connection 

Anger: frustration, exasperation, rage, indignation 

Hurt: disappointment, betrayal, let down, needy, inconsolable, unrecognised 

Shame: embarrassment, incompetence, guilt, regret, humiliation, self-loathing, remorse 

Fear: anxiety, terror, hesitance, worry, obsessed, pre-occupied, suspicious 

Self-Doubt: inadequate, unworthy, unmotivated, disinterested, detached, complacent 

Joy: happy, enthusiastic, challenged, stimulated, fulfilled, elated, content 

Sadness: devastated, loss, bereaved, mourning, depressed, joyless, unhappy, wistful 

Jealousy: envy, selfishness, covetous, dissatisfied, competitive, anguished, yearning 

Gratefulness: appreciative, thankful, relieved, admiring 

Loneliness: desolate, empty, abandoned, longing, deserted, unsupported 

 

Saying what you Feel – Appropriately 

While we naturally all have feelings, being able to express them appropriately doesn’t come so naturally. 
We have to learn how to do this. Many of us are frightened to say what we feel. We’re scared that: 

 Our feelings will run away with us – we’ll get even more out of control 

 We’ll feel foolish, weak or vulnerable – and people will exploit us 

 People won’t care about what we feel and just tell us to “get over it” 

 We’ll feel uncomfortable and stumble over our words 

 We’ll sound irrational or unprofessional and people won’t take us seriously  

 It will only make things worse and it will get even more messy 
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Usually it’s not expressing our feelings that gets us into trouble – it’s how we do it. As we’ve said, feelings 
are going to leak out anyway – they always do. When we hold back, they often come out as threats, 
accusations, blame, criticism and insults.  

In fact, we think the reverse is true. When you express your feelings genuinely and openly, it can clarify, 
simplify and build mutual understanding. When you do express feelings, you do have to make sure you 
don’t trip over your own tongue or step on other people’s emotional toes. 
    

Saying what you feel: Guidelines for expressing feelings constructively… 

1.  Say what you feel simply – find the right feeling word for you, not just shallow wind-up words 
like ‘frustrated’. Start with ‘I feel…’ and finish with your feeling word – one that says what’s going 
on for you for real – eg ‘excluded’ ‘ignored’ not a wind-up word like ‘pissed-off’ 

2.   Explain what’s going on for you – eg: ‘What I really feel about this is…’ then say why you feel 
this way and what you’d like to see happen (eg ‘I feel this way because...’)   

3.   Say what you mean – don’t hint indirectly and don’t discount or joke-away your feelings.  

4.   Express the feeling – not the blame. Label feelings, not people. Don’t say YOU make me feel. 
Own your own feelings (eg. Not ‘You make me feel incompetent’ just ‘I feel incompetent’.  Say ‘I 
feel impatient’ not ‘This is a hopeless situation you’ve gotten us into’.   

5.   Don’t present your feelings as truth: We all tend to think that what we feel is fact. When we 
present feelings like this, it creates defensiveness, resentment and argument  This also extends to 
using judgemental words as if they were irrefutable (eg. ‘inappropriate’, ‘irresponsible’) 

6.   Don’t vent: Acting angry because you’re feeling angry lets your emotions rule what you say 
and do. You’re out of control. Saying you’re angry, but keeping it in check and watching what you 
say and do, is emotional self-control 

7.   We suggest these 3 C’s as a guide for expressing feelings: 

  Clearly – remember to find the right feeling word – not big primal labels 

  Concisely – keep it simple – one sentence will do.  

  Cleanly – express the feeling – don’t blame or label others in the process. 

 
 
 

Our EI at Work: Working with Emotional Intelligence clinic can help you get started on managing your 
feelings better at work for more positive results.  We look at what EI is, why it matters for good work and 
great teams and practise key tools from the 95-page program Guidebook that also includes a matrix of 
self-learning activities you can do after the workshop to help you be more self-aware emotionally, to 
manage emotions more mindfully, and encourage more emotionally intelligent behaviours in yourself 
and your colleagues.  

 

More on EI at Work: Working with Emotional Intelligence and our other emotional intelligence and 
conversational coaching programs on-line at www.thechangeforum.com.  

 Review our on-line Course Calendar for up-coming dates and events in your area 

 Download free FactFiles or back-issues of our CC E-News e-zine for background reading and tips 

 Download our Directory of Programs for outlines of the full range of programs we offer 

 Contact us anytime to enquire about in-house programs or our general consulting services 
 

BILL CROPPER – Director, The Change Forum 

Tel:  +61-(0)7-4068 7591   Mob:  +61-(0)429-687 513 
Email: billc@thechangeforum.com        
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