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Anyone who has ever felt stuck in fear, depression or resentment can certainly 
sympathise with the common view that our feelings are something to be 
overcome or contained. Unending emotional pain, unbearable misery or anxiety, 
or conversely a moment’s anger, jealousy, or fear can lead to years of regret. 
These feelings seem like nothing but bad news. Wouldn’t it be better if we could 
master or even do away with these emotions? 
 
Are our Emotions the Enemy? This view of emotion as the enemy has been passed 
along as part of our cultural heritage. This is particularly true for some emotions. 
Thus, we are enjoined to avoid anger, to give up pride, to contain our greed, to 
cast out fear, to turn aside from jealousy, and to put aside sadness so that we can 
be rational, logical and dispassionate. 
 
Limitations of Emotional Avoidance. There are at least three problems with this 
strategy of emotional containment or avoidance. First, it is difficult to suppress 
the so-called “negative” emotions without narrowing one’s emotional life 
generally. Joy isn’t as powerful or precious if we never experience sadness. 
Second, suppressing emotions tends not to work that well: either it fails to 
contain the anger, sadness, fear etc, or it works for a while, before the unwanted 
feelings return, often with greater force.   
 
More importantly, suppressing our emotions, even ones we are uncomfortable 
with, deprives us of valuable information. However, our emotions – even 
distressing ones – contain information that is valuable for helping us to cope 
with important life situations. When we avoid these emotions we also deprive 
ourselves of this information. However, letting ourselves fully experience these 
distressing emotions might be exactly what we need to help us get loose from 
where we are stuck in our lives.   
 
Depression as an Example of Emotion Processes. Depression provides a useful 
example of what I am talking about: no one likes to feel down, blue, sad or 
dejected, and yet depression is a message telling us to stop and listen to 
something that is broken in our lives. We are depressed for a reason, and if we 
do not listen to the message, then we are not going to do anything to address 
what is broken. Instead, we are probably going to be spending quite a bit of time 
fighting the depression, trying to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps, or 
attempting to distract ourselves from it. From a clinical point of view, it does 
appear that some depressions are predominantly driven almost entirely by 
medical or genetic predispositions, but these seem to be fairly rare, and even 
these need to be listened to and given compassion. 
 
At the same time, depression involves a complicated set of different emotional 
responses, and the valuable information it is trying to tell us is often entangled 
with a variety of different processes. In this article, I will attempt to unpack the 
main emotional responses in depression and I will also outline the major routes 
for moving through and past depression. 
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Primary Adaptive Sadness. Human beings, like other attachment-oriented 
creatures, have evolved over millions of years to experience sadness as a sign of 
interpersonal loss. The evolutionary function of sadness is first to signal that we 
have lost someone or something important to us, and second to motivate us to 
repair this loss. In Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), we like to call this connecting 
sadness, and see it as a valuable asset for recovery. One of the distinguishing 
characteristics of primary adaptive, connecting sadness is that we don’t get stuck 
in it. It points to real losses present in our current life situation, and motivates us 
to repair or heal these losses as far as is possible. It might need some space and it 
might take some time to work our way through adaptive sadness, but we don’t 
get stuck in it. When we have been depressed, being able to feel primary 
adaptive sadness is one of the signs that we are on the road to recovery. 
 
Secondary Reactive Sadness. Depression, however, involves other kinds of sadness 
and other emotions, like emotional pain and hopelessness. Nevertheless, it is 
essential to listen to what the depression is saying to us. Once we listen to it, 
perhaps we will find that it is really a response to a different emotion that came 
right before it, such as anger at being treated unfairly or even abused, shame 
about a real or perceived defect, or fear of being rejected by others. In this case, 
we say that there is secondary reactive sadness, that is, the depression is a reaction 
to different emotions that came before it. And because the sadness isn’t exactly 
relevant to our current situation, it doesn’t really help us deal with what is going 
on right now. As a result we get stuck in it. 
 
Nevertheless, there are good reasons why we don’t stay with the original anger, 
shame or fear: perhaps there is not a safe place in our life right now for these 
other, more primary emotions. Or maybe the anger, shame or fear just underline 
to us how really alone and unworthy of others’ love we are. This means that 
when we are in this situation, we can’t just go straight to the primary emotion 
that is before or underneath; we have to start with the depression, because that’s 
what is there for us right now. That’s what we are experiencing in the moment, 
and so it needs to be understood and accepted as real in the present moment. In 
EFT we say, “You have to arrive at an emotion before you can leave it”. This is 
true even when the emotion is secondary reactive sadness and feels stuck. It is 
important to give the depression some space, listen to it, see where it is grounded 
in our body, be patient with it, even to accept it as a real, present feeling that is 
trying to tell us something important. If we can do that, then we will be able to 
hear what else is there before it or underneath it; we will be able to hear the 
primary emotion that is behind it; and we will begin to get unstuck. 
 
Primary Maladaptive Sadness. However, there is another kind of depression that is 
also very common and not so easy to address. This kind of depression is not a 
reaction to a prior feeling but is instead our first reaction. However, this feeling 
doesn’t help us move forward; it is a stuck feeling. We are stuck in down, blue, 
or sad feelings that are very familiar. We know this depression very well; it feels 
like the story of our life. It feels like it is not just about what is going on with us 
right now, but is really more about something that happened last year, or in our 
previous primary relationship, or even when we were a child. So this feeling is 
part of a familiar, repeating pattern; it is an old stuck place. It’s not just that we 
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are stuck in the depression, but we are stuck in a common stuck place in our life. 
We call this primary maladaptive sadness: this means that there’s not another 
emotion that comes before it (that makes it primary rather than secondary); but it 
doesn’t fit our current situations (that makes it maladaptive). And because it 
doesn’t fit what is going at the present moment (it is incongruent, in person-
centred therapy terms), we get stuck in it.  
 
Even with primary maladaptive sadness, though, we still have to listen carefully 
to what it is saying to us. We have to be patient and accept that it is telling us that 
something is missing, even if it is an old, familiar loss. We have to listen to the 
something in us that senses this deep, stuck loss. We have to arrive at primary 
maladaptive sadness before we can leave it.   
 
Thus, for both secondary reactive and primary maladaptive sadness, the obvious 
feeling is really a signpost pointing to something else, like a secondary road that 
leads to the main road. If we don’t follow the first road, the one we are already 
driving on, we won’t get to the road that will finally take us where we need to 
go.  
 
Maladaptive Emotional Pain. However, depression is more than just unresolved, 
thwarted sadness; it also appears to involve primary maladaptive emotional pain 
and hopelessness.  Sadness is a connecting, attachment-based emotion; it 
motivates us to seek support and caring from others. If depression were just 
about sadness, it would lead us toward rather than away from others. Instead, 
one of the most characteristic aspects of depression is the way in which it isolates 
us. When depressed, we tend to respond like ill or injured animals, by 
metaphorically crawling away into the bushes to conserve our resources, to 
shelter ourselves from the elements, and to hide from predators. This equation 
between emotional pain, physical illness or injury and social isolation is 
powerful, and often results in us taking to our beds in the hope that we will 
somehow recoup our energies or heal enough to be able to venture out again.  
 
The problem is that our condition is not a physical but an emotional injury; it is 
not a bacterial or viral infection, but instead a heart-sickness. Because we are 
attachment-oriented creatures, isolation doesn’t cure emotional injury or psychic 
pain, but instead makes it worse, piling further loss and secondary reactive 
sadness on top of other sources of emotional pain. So depression is not just 
maladaptive, stuck sadness, but also a long-lasting emotional pain that drives us 
away from the very thing that we most need for healing: the caring support of 
others. 
 
This emotional pain is often experienced as quite undifferentiated or global, 
which makes it difficult to grasp or stay with.  However, it, too, needs to be 
arrived at before we can leave it. It, too, needs to be patiently waited for, 
acknowledged, listened to, even accepted. Although it can be difficult to turn to 
and bear what hurts in us, this acknowledgement and acceptance is exactly the 
kind of medicine that our emotional pain needs. It needs to be gently and 
caringly soothed. It needs compassion, from ourselves and others.   
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Maladaptive Stuck Hopelessness. But there is often more to depression than 
secondary reactive sadness, primary maladaptive sadness, and emotional pain:  
depression is commonly marked by another important emotional state, which we 
can call stuck hopelessness.  This is a complex emotion state, really a mixture of 
feelings in which one part of us angrily refuses to let go of an impossible 
situation, protests its unfairness, and wishes stubbornly for what used to be but 
isn’t any longer, while another part of us tries desperately to shut the protest 
down. The result is a heavy, stuck feeling that is both numb and painful at the 
same time. In this state the person ruminates between grasping at straws of faint 
possibility, continually trying to shut off the feeling in an unending and 
exhausting cycle.  
 
Even here, though, in stuck hopelessness, it is essential for us to allow the 
uncomfortable feeling, to listen to the conflicted, blocked emotions that struggle 
between hanging on and letting go. The stuckness comes from the fear that tries 
to interfere with or interrupt the letting go, because letting go can feel like a kind 
of death. So the first step is for the stuckness to be recognized, listened to, 
patiently heard out, and accepted. Next, it is important for it to be carefully 
differentiated into its two component feelings – typically secondary reactive fear 
and a very different kind of hopelessness.   
 
Creative hopelessness, on the other hand, is a primary adaptive emotion, which 
tells us that something in our life has become impossible. It says that what we 
wished for can never be fulfilled, that the need might be legitimate but can never 
be met in the way that we wanted it to be. Creative hopelessness tells us that this 
particular wish, dream, hope, plan or state of affairs is impossible. It says that 
there is no longer any point in pursuing this thing, and points instead to the need 
to let go of it. It tells us that it is time to withdraw our energies, hopes, and plans. 
It pushes us to grieve for what can no longer be, to let go, and to move on. At the 
same time, it urges us to re-examine cherished beliefs, that is, assumptions about 
other people and ourselves that we held dear, which used to work for us but 
now get in our way. Creative hopelessness is an often-painful letting go, but it is 
also a temporary, adaptive feeling that helps us move forward again in our life.   
 
Creative hopelessness may be the way forward, but it also cannot be hurried. The 
other emotion processes in depression also need patience, and require time for us 
to arrive at them fully: the secondary reactive depression that stands in front of 
fear, anger, shame needs to be heard. The primary maladaptive depression that 
is an old, old story for us needs to be acknowledged and accepted, before we can 
hear what is there for us. The emotional pain that tells us to hide in bed and lick 
our wounds also needs to be recognised and honoured. And finally, it is 
important to listen to the stuck hopelessness, which protests vainly against the 
unfairness of our life. All of these have their place and require to be heard. As TS 
Eliot wrote in his poem, East Coker: 
 

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; 
 

And: 



Are Emotions the Enemy or the Answer? Emotion Transformation Processes in Depression  

 

© Elliott, R. 2016. EFT-Online, Volume 2, No.1, October 2016. http://journal.eftherapy.com 6 

 
In order to arrive at what you are not 
You must go through the way in which you are not. 

 
Emotional transformation. To conclude, there are two main ways of thinking about 
the emotional transformation of primary maladaptive stuck emotions in EFT: 
 
1. Find a subdominant but adaptive emotion that has been waiting there all along. First, 
when we stay with the old, bad, stuck feeling, listen to it, are patient with it and 
give it acceptance and compassion, then we are likely to hear one or more other 
emotions alongside it, running in parallel to it. It might be that we experienced 
childhood abuse not only as a violation of our boundaries (=primary anger) but 
also as a loss of the love we needed (=primary sadness) or even as something 
repulsive that had to expelled from our being (=primary disgust). In listening to 
and accepting the depression, we also make space for these more adaptive 
emotions to begin to emerge into the light, emotions that contain energy that can 
help us counteract and move beyond the depression.   
 
In other words, “You can change emotion with emotion”. That is, you can 
transform a maladaptive emotion by accessing another more adaptive emotion. 
For example, love can drive out fear, as happened to one of my clients, who had 
developed a powerful fear of driving across bridges, along with a history of 
depression: when his daughter became gravely ill and was in hospital on the 
other side of the river, he had no trouble driving across the bridge to visit her. 
Then in therapy, he was able to connect his fear of crossing bridges to his having 
been abused as child. Using Empty Chair work, he allowed himself to express 
the anger he felt toward his mother and the housekeeper who had abused him; 
and after that he was able to accept the sadness for what he had missed out on; 
eventually, he developed compassion for himself. It wasn’t easy, but the 
combination of the primary anger, love for his daughter, and self-compassion 
together gave him the strength to finally conquer his fear, so that he could once 
again cross bridges for himself.  
 
2. Get to the core pain and ask it what it needs. The second, and more recent, way of 
thinking about the emotional transformation of stuck, maladaptive emotion 
processes in EFT is through a further deepening process. It often turns out that 
there are multiple layers of primary maladaptive emotion: some are closer to the 
surface, while others run deeper. This deeper pain hurts more, cuts more to the 
core of who we are.   
 
Acceptance and compassion help in part to soothe the pain and give it space for 
more adaptive emotions to emerge. However, they are also important because 
they create a holding space for this core pain to emerge; if it can be deepened 
sufficiently we will find that it holds the secret to resolving our stuckness – the 
thing that hurts the most, referred to in EFT as the core pain, points to what is 
most important to us, which in turn points the way forward to emotional 
transformation. If we can bear to go all the way to the bottom of it and listen to it, 
then we can learn from it.   
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We can do this by asking it: “What hurts the most here?” With depression, we 
have to get to the aspect of this stuck depressed sadness that hurts the most, the 
thing we are most sad about, the most painful and stuck part of the hopelessness.  
 
And when this core pain comes, then we can ask it one more question:  “What 
does this core pain need?”  Then we have to wait to see what comes from the 
core pain.  It might be a longing to connect to other people, or a need for 
protection from violations or intrusions of our boundaries, to be comforted or 
affirmed.  It might be a need to understand why something bad happened, or 
even to just to let go of it.   
 
The transformational process here – almost a kind of magic – is that the need that 
emerges from the core pain also points to the particular adaptive emotion that is 
needed in this situation:   
 

•  The longing for connection points to primary adaptive sadness (“the 
sadness that connects”).  

•  The need for protection, to primary adaptive anger (“the anger that 
protects”). 

•  The need for comfort or support, to self-compassion. 
•  The need to know why, to curiosity. 
•  The need to let go, to creative hopelessness. 

 
 
Recommended reading.   
If you are interested in learning more about the ideas presented here, here is a 
short list of useful sources for further exploration: 
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Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 
 
Cornell, A.W. (2005).  The Radical Acceptance of Everything: Living a Focusing Life.  
Berkeley, California, USA: Calluna Press. 
 
Elliott, R., Watson, J.C., Goldman, R.N., & Greenberg, L.S. (2004).  Learning 
emotion-focused therapy: The process-experiential approach to change.  Washington, 
DC: APA. 
 
Greenberg, L.S. (2015).  Emotion-focused therapy: Coaching clients to work through 
their feelings (2nd ed.).  Washington, DC: APA. 
 
Timulak, L. (2015). Transforming emotional pain in psychotherapy: An emotion-
focused approach. Hove, East Sussex: Routledge. 
 


