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On Emotional Intelligence. Calling Entrepreneurs: Want to reduce your suffering and increase 

your well-being? Here are two tips on how to specify and respond to our emotions . . .  

For my ongoing series on entrepreneurial well-being, I recently read an article on our emotional 

life on “Ideas.Ted.Com.” The website features an excerpt from the book, How Emotions are 

Made: The Secret Life of the Brain, by neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett. I was fascinated to 

read from her that by “more clearly identifying our feelings [and] by recategorizing them, we can 

reduce suffering and increase well-being.” What entrepreneur (or anyone else interested in 

emotional intelligence) would refuse such a premise (or promise)?  

Feldman Barrett says that people tend to believe that emotions are hardwired in our brains or 

automatically triggered by events. But after conducting her own research, she believes that our 

brains’ “most important job is not thinking or feeling or even seeing, but keeping [our] bod[ies] 

alive and well so that [we] 

survive and thrive.”  

The human brain she likens to 

a “sophisticated fortunate 

teller,” predicting the 

expressions you perceive in 

other people so that those 

predictions become the 

emotions you experience. 

This is actually good, because 

“since our brain essentially 

constructs our emotions, we 

can teach it to label them 

more precisely and then use 

this detailed information to 

help us take the most appropriate actions—or none at all.”  

First, she says that we can improve our emotional health by increasing our awareness of 

emotions. For some people, emotional experience is limited to only “feeling awesome” and 

“feeling crappy.” In such a case, a person cannot achieve much “emotional intelligence,” because 

they have only a very broad way of perceiving emotion.  

But if a person can distinguish meanings within “awesome,” such as “happy, content, thrilled, 

relaxed, joyful, hopeful, inspired, prideful, adoring, grateful, blissful,” and so on; and various 

meanings within “crappy,” such as “angry, aggravated, alarmed, spiteful, grumpy, remorseful, 

gloomy, mortified, uneasy, dread-ridden, resentful, afraid, envious, woeful, melancholy” and so 

on, our brains would have more resources for “predicting, categorizing and perceiving 
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emotions.” So our brains would be able to respond with flexibility, so we could act in useful 

ways to our environments. 

Feldman Barrett describes this capacity as “emotional granularity,” so that some people 

experience finer emotional experiences than others do. Surprisingly, Feldman Barrett writes that 

“people who can construct finely-grained emotional experiences go to the doctor less frequently, 

use medication less frequently, and spend fewer days hospitalized for illness.” 

Higher “emotional granularity” leads to a more satisfying life, as we can react more flexibly to 

regulate our feelings, avoid abusing substances when we are stressed and respond less 

aggressively if someone hurts us. She reports that among patients with schizophrenia, those who 

can act with higher emotional granularity experience better relationships with family and friends, 

and to act appropriately in social settings. 

So how does this pertain to writing and entrepreneurship, you might ask? She tells us that the 

most immediate way to increase our emotional capacities is to learn new words, which plant 

seeds (conceptually) in our brains; new words allow specific concepts to drive our predictions, 

predictions to regulate our body’s energy needs and those needs to determine how we feel. We 

spend fewer days seeing doctors or being hospitalized because we “leverage the porous boundary 

between the social and the physical.” We can create and seek out our own well-being. 

So neuroscientists like Feldman Barrett encourage us to learn “as many new words as possible.” 

Read outside what’s familiar to us, listen to the CBC, the BBC, or watch PBS. Refuse to use 

broad terms like “glad” or “happy” by instead specifying “ecstatic, thrilled, inspired,” and so on. 

Refuse the term “sad” when we can specify “discouraged” or “dejected.” We can even find 

words in other languages that express emotions that elude us in English (e.g. the Greek word for 

“guilt”—“enohi,” and the Dutch one for “togetherness”— “gezellig,”etc.) 

Besides expanding our own emotional capacity, cultivating emotional granularity enables us to 

better “cope with different circumstances,” to be “potentially more empathetic toward others,” to 

become more skillful in negotiating conflict.  She even suggests creating your own emotions, 

such as the example psychologist Adam Grant gives of his wife, who reported feeling 

“slumberfudged” (regret over staying up too late last night)!  

Secondly, after acquiring more emotional concepts, we need to gain knowledge of which ones to 

use and when. Rather than berating someone you supervise who is struggling in their work, we 

can ask what we’re feeling about that person and why. And from those emotions, we can respond 

more skillfully than by, say, verbal tirade or shaming. This means that we reframe or 

recategorize our emotions. 

Acquiring emotional granularity to read social and personal situations is very useful. It can allow 

people to become less fearful of aspects of our environment and lives—to respond more calmly 

to spiders, public speaking, job interviews, singing karaoke, and the like. 
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Feldman Barrett challenges that the next time we feel we’re suffering or wronged in some way, 

ask ourselves if we’re “really in jeopardy,” or do we experience a threat to our social reality, or a 

physical cause. As we consider these questions, our racing heartbeats, knots in our stomachs and 

sweaty brows can dissolve, along with the worry and anxiety that conceptualize them. 

This is emotional “reframing” and neuroscientists know that it is not easy work. But they are 

increasingly asking us to do it as a means of expanding and ultimately deepening our repertoire 

of both loss and joy and how we can strengthen our responses to those feelings. This work can 

allow us to live more fully ourselves and in our relations with others than the constraints of mere 

“sadness” and “happiness” allow.  

By “coming up with” our own emotional concepts and feeling how to act (or not) on them, we 

can “reduce suffering and increase well-being” more than we have previously considered 

possible. And we can find more empathy for others. And it starts from learning words. 

And now it’s your turn. How conscious are you of your emotions as an entrepreneur or creative? And 

what do you think about broadening, reframing and thereby regulating your emotional responses?  

How can this process alter the way you engage with others, especially in a professional context? Please 

weigh in at www.elizabethshih.com/contact. I’d be delighted to extend this conversation. 

http://www.elizabethshih.com/contact

