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HOW DO EMOTIONS WORK?
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Have you ever felt happy, sad, angry, or afraid? How about jealous, ashamed, 
or embarrassed? Almost everybody has these different emotions from time 
to time, and they can have a big effect on the way people think and act. 
Because emotions have such a big effect on people’s lives, scientists have 
spent a lot of time trying to understand how they work. In this paper, we 
will talk about how emotions work. First, we will talk about what causes 
emotions. Then, we will talk about what happens during an emotion, and 
how we figure out what emotions we are feeling. Last, we will talk about how 
we can change our emotions if we are feeling bad and want to feel better.

WHAT CAUSES EMOTIONS?

Try to remember the last time you felt scared. Do you remember what you 
were thinking? Scientists have discovered that our emotions are often caused 
by our thoughts [1]. This means two people could be in the same situation, 
but they might feel different emotions because they have different thoughts 
(see Figure 1). Maybe you have noticed this with your own friends and fam-
ily. For example, imagine two people were both at a neighbor’s house and this 
neighbor had a dog. One person might think, “This dog could hurt me!” and 
feel scared. This might happen if that person never had a pet dog before. The 

EMOTIONS

Feelings like sadness and 
anger that people have in 
response to different 
thoughts and situations. 
Sometimes people can 
also feel more than one 
emotion at the same time 
(like feeling both excited 
and scared to ride a roller 
coaster).
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FIGURE 1

A person can have 
different thoughts about 
the same situation. 
Different thoughts can 
then lead to different kinds 
of changes in (1) what 
your body is doing, (2) 
what you pay attention to 
and think about, and (3) 
how you want to act. 
When you notice these 
changes, you can use 
them to figure out what 
emotion you are feeling.

other person might instead think, “Oh, what a cute dog!” and feel happy. This 
might happen if that person grew up having dogs as pets. This shows how, if 
two people have had different experiences, they might have different thoughts 
and emotions in the same situation.

Scientists have found that certain kinds of thoughts often lead to certain emo-
tions. For example, when someone thinks, “I am in danger,” that person would 
probably feel fear. Or, when someone thinks, “I just got what I wanted,” that 
person would probably feel happy. Or, when someone thinks, “I just lost some-
thing I care about,” that person would probably feel sad. Last, when someone 
thinks, “My friend just treated me unfairly,” that person would probably feel 
angry.

Scientists have discovered that the thoughts that cause emotions usually answer 
questions like these:

(1) Is what happened unexpected?
(2) Is what happened enjoyable?
(3) Is what happened going to make it easier or harder for me to get what I 

want?
(4) Can I control what happens next?
(5) Will I be able to cope with what happened?
(6) Does what happened match with what I think is right and wrong?
(7) Is what happened my fault or someone else’s?

CONTROL

Having control means that 
you are able to change 
something if you do not 
like it. It also means that 
you are able to keep 
something the same if you 
do like it.

COPE

To cope with something 
means to find a way to live 
with (or adjust to) a 
change in your life without 
feeling too bad for too 
long.
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When something happens, you will feel different emotions depending on how 
your mind answers these different questions. For example, if your bike just 
broke, you’d probably feel sadder if you didn’t think you could do anything 
to fix it (meaning you don’t think you have control). Or, if your best friend 
just moved away, you’d probably feel less sad about it if you also believed that 
you’d be able to cope and make new friends. Or, if you think it is wrong not 
to share, then you’d probably get angry with someone when he or she doesn’t 
share things.

But have you ever felt an emotion and didn’t know why? Sometimes people 
feel emotions even though they don’t notice any thoughts related to those 
emotions. This can be hard to understand. However, scientists have found 
that sometimes your brain can trigger an emotion unconsciously. This means 
that your brain might notice something in your situation and trigger an 
emotional reaction, all without you even noticing it. In fact, scientists have 
found that our brains do lots of things that we don’t notice. These are called 
“unconscious processes.” For example, even though you don’t notice it, your 
brain is controlling many things in your body right now, such as what your 
heart and stomach are doing. The next time you are feeling an emotion and 
don’t know why, try to pay attention to what’s happening in your current 
situation and ask yourself the seven different questions stated earlier. This 
might help you figure out why you are feeling the way you do.

WHAT HAPPENS DURING AN EMOTION?

When an emotion is triggered, what actually happens? Scientists have learned 
that an “emotional reaction” actually has many different parts [2]. One 
part of an emotional reaction is that the brain changes what’s happening in 
the body. For example, when you are afraid or angry, you might feel your 
heart start to pound and your lungs might start breathing faster. Or, when 
you are sad, you might get tears in your eyes. Emotions can also cause some 
muscles in your body to move automatically. For example, during happiness 
you might smile, your voice might sound more excited, and you might stand 
up a bit taller—and you might not even notice you’re doing these things.

Another part of an emotional reaction is that you start to think differently. For 
example, scientists have found that when people are sad they usually think 
of sad memories, but when people are happy they usually think of happy 
memories. As another example, when people are scared they usually start 
looking for other dangers in their surroundings, and they are more likely to 
have thoughts about other scary things. On the other hand, when people are 
happy, they usually notice more things that they like as they go through the day.

The last part of an emotional reaction is that you start to want to behave differ-
ently than you usually behave. For example, if you are angry, you might want 

UNCONSCIOUS 
PROCESSES

Things that your brain 
does without you knowing 
about it.

EMOTIONAL 
REACTION

The changes that 
automatically happen 
during an emotion (like 
changes in what your 
body is doing, changes in 
your thoughts, and 
changes in how you want 
to act).
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to yell or fight with someone. Or, if you are scared, you might feel a strong 
desire to run away. Or, if you are sad, you may just want to stay home alone 
in your room and not talk to anyone.

HOW DO YOU FIGURE OUT WHAT EMOTION YOU ARE 
FEELING?

After we have emotional reactions, we usually also want to understand them. 
Have you ever been unsure about what emotion you were feeling? Sometimes 
our feelings can be confusing, and it can take effort to understand them. One 
reason for this is that the same type of emotion can sometimes feel different 
in different situations. For example, feeling afraid to give a speech in front of 
your class can feel different than feeling afraid of a lion. Another reason that 
feelings can be confusing is that different types of emotions can sometimes 
feel similar. For example, both anger and fear can make you shaky and make 
your heart beat faster.

So when you notice you are having an emotional reaction, you still have to 
figure out which emotion it is [3]. For example, you might notice that your 
heart is racing, that there is a lion in front of you, and that you have a strong 
desire to run away. After you think about different emotions you might be 
feeling, you could then decide that “fear” is your best guess. In other words, 
you might have the thought that “I’m probably feeling fear right now, because 
I believe this lion could hurt me.” Although, with a scary situation like this, 
you might not even realize you are afraid until after you run away and have a 
moment to think about it. Scientists have found that some people find it more 
difficult than others to figure out what emotion they are feeling. People who 
have trouble understanding their emotions also have more trouble making 
themselves feel better.

It is important to pay attention to your emotions and to practice figuring out 
what you are feeling. This will help you to solve problems and to feel better 
faster when you are feeling bad. It also helps to ask yourself what you have 
learned from times when you’ve felt sad, or scared, or angry, and how you 
would handle similar situations if they happened again.

CAN UNDERSTANDING HOW EMOTIONS WORK HELP 
YOU?

One good reason to understand emotions is that it can help you figure out the 
best way to respond to them. To figure out how to respond, it is important to 
first decide if your emotions match the current situation. Emotional reactions 
can be helpful when they happen in the right situations. For example, if you 
feel scared of a snake, your emotion of fear will help you stay away from snakes 

https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2017.00069
https://kids.frontiersin.org/


December 2017 | Volume 5 | Article 69 | 5kids.frontiersin.org

Smith et al. How Emotions Work

and avoid getting bitten. Or, if you get angry when someone does something 
mean to you, your anger can let that person know not to be mean anymore. 
Or, if your family and friends notice that you are sad after a friend moves 
away, your sadness can help them see that you need their love and support.

However, sometimes these same emotions can be unhelpful if they happen in 
the wrong situations. For example, if you get angry with a friend because he 
hurt you by accident, then this might just make your friendship worse. Or, if 
you are so scared of taking a test that you stay home from school, then this 
might stop you from getting a good grade in that class. Or, if you are sad for 
too long after a friend moves away, then this might make it harder for you to 
make new friends.

If an emotion is helpful, you can listen to what it is telling you to do. But what 
should you do if an emotion is unhelpful? Scientists have found that there are 
some good skills you can practice, which can help you deal with unhelpful 
emotions. One skill—called “reappraisal”—involves trying to change your 
thoughts [4]. For example, if you are scared to go to school to take a test, then 
you could try to find another way to think about the test that is less scary. For 
instance, you might think, “Well, I passed all of the other tests I have had to 
take, so this one will probably be ok too.” Or, if you were angry with a friend 
because he hurt you by accident, you might try to think, “It was just bad 
luck—I know he didn’t mean to hurt me.” If you change your thoughts about 
a situation, this can sometimes help change an unhelpful emotion as well.

If you are feeling fear, and it is unhelpful in the current situation, then another 
useful skill is called “approaching your fear” [5]. To understand how this 
works, first remember that, when people are scared of something, they usu-
ally want to do everything they can to avoid it. For example, you might not 
want to go to school because you are scared of giving a class presentation. The 
problem is that when you avoid situations like this (situations that are not 
actually dangerous), then you can never learn not to be scared of them any-
more. Instead, if you force yourself to give many different class presentations, 
then eventually you’ll probably stop feeling as scared of them (see Figure 2). 
Scientists have found that approaching your fears (this means doing what you 
are scared of) is one of the best ways to make your fears go away.

If you are feeling angry or sad, other things that can help are exercise and 
activity. For example, when people are angry, they usually want to yell or say 
mean things. But going for a run instead often helps people calm down and 
think more clearly, and it also puts them in a more positive mood. As another 
example, when people are sad, they often just want to stay home in their rooms 
alone and think about their problems. However, this can sometimes just make 
them feel worse (see Figure 3). When you are sad, even if you don’t feel like it, 
it can actually help a lot to go outside and do something active. For example, 
you could go spend time with a friend or go for a walk through a park.

REAPPRAISAL

One good skill for dealing 
with unhelpful emotions. 
To do this, you first notice 
what thoughts you are 
having in a situation. Then 
you try to find another way 
to think about the situation 
that might make you feel 
better.

APPROACHING 
YOUR FEAR

A good skill for dealing 
with unhelpful fear. To do 
this, you first decide that it 
is ok to be feeling fear. 
Then you decide to still do 
what you are afraid of, 
even though the fear is still 
there. This can help you 
learn to be less scared in 
the future.
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FIGURE 2

In the example on the top, 
you decide to stay home 
from school because you 
are scared to give a class 
presentation. In the future, 
you are always too scared 
to give class 
presentations. In the 
example on the bottom, 
you are also scared to 
give a class presentation, 
but you decide to do it 
anyway. In the future, you 
become less scared of 
giving class presentations. 
These examples show 
how “approaching your 
fears” can help you learn 
to be less scared in the 
future.

FIgUre 3

FIGURE 3

In the example on the top, 
you decide to stay home 
alone because you are 
sad you didn’t get invited 
to a party. You keep 
thinking about why you 
didn’t get invited to the 
party, and you still feel sad 
many hours later. In the 
example on the bottom, 
you are also sad you 
didn’t get invited to a 
party, but you decide to 
go outside and do 
something else fun 
instead. You stop worrying 
so much about the party, 
and you feel much happier 
a few hours later. These 
examples show how 
going outside and doing 
something active can help 
you feel better when you 
are sad. Even if you don’t 
feel like it, you will often 
feel better faster if you do 
this. Doing something 
active can also help if you 
are feeling angry and you 
want to calm down before 
you accidently yell or do 
something mean.

One other reason that understanding emotions can be good is it can help you 
understand other people. Perhaps you have seen people get angry or sad in 
a situation, but you couldn’t figure out why they felt that way. After reading 
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this paper, you know that these people probably think of this situation in a 
different way than you do. The reason they think of the situation differently is 
probably because they have also had different life experiences than you have 
had. In general, if you spend a little time trying to figure out what a person’s 
thoughts might be, and what past experiences that person has had, this will 
probably also help you understand why that person feels the way they do.

SUMMARY

In this paper, you have learned many things about emotions. First, your emo-
tional reactions are usually caused by your thoughts; however, sometimes your 
brain can also trigger an emotional reaction unconsciously (meaning that you 
may not understand why that emotional reaction is happening). Second, your 
emotional reactions involve changes in (1) what your body is doing, (2) what 
you pay attention to and think about, and (3) how you want to act. Third, after 
you have an emotional reaction, it is important to pay attention to it and to 
try your best to figure out which emotions you are feeling and why. Finally, 
you have learned that it is important to know how emotions work because it 
can help you respond to your emotions in healthier ways.
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