Expanding Your Emotional Vocabulary
Dr. Meg Robertson

June 15, 2025

Center for

TRAUMA
RESILIENCES
RESEARCH ¢

Where Research Meets Recovery ‘

600 1st Ave Ste 330
PMB 100974
Seattle, Washington 98104-2246 US
(541)630-3888; FAX: (360) 251-0821
Website: www.ctrrinc.com
Nonsecure email: trauma.resilience.research@gmail.com
©2025
Author Note
Dr. Meg Robertson, https://orcid.org/0009-0008-0661-3461
I have no known conflict of interest to disclose.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to

Margaret Robertson

Email: trauma.resilience.research@gmail.com



Abstract

Expanding one’s emotional vocabulary—Ilearning to identify and name feelings with
greater precision—has significant benefits for emotional intelligence, mental health, and
relationships. This essay examines the importance of labeling emotions (emotional granularity)
and reviews evidence from psychology and neuroscience on how putting feelings into words can
regulate the nervous system and enhance emotional well-being. Key theories (e.g., Barrett’s
constructed emotion model) and studies (e.g., Lieberman et al., 2007; Sun et al., 2025) are
discussed to illustrate how affect labeling reduces emotional reactivity at the neural level
(Lieberman et al., 2007).

Developing a rich emotional vocabulary is also linked with greater emotional insight and
intelligence, as well as improved communication and relationship outcomes (Shamay-Tsoory &
Levy-Gigi, 2021). Early childhood experiences in learning emotion labels (Knothe & Walle,
2023) highlight the developmental and relational context of emotional vocabulary. Finally,
practical applications are explored, including techniques like journaling and the use of emotion
“wheels” to cultivate emotional granularity, along with reflections on emotional expression in
spiritual contexts (e.g., the Psalms and the emotions of Jesus). The paper concludes that
expanding one’s repertoire of emotion words is a powerful tool for self-regulation, empathy, and
personal growth.

Keywords: emotional granularity, affect labeling, emotional intelligence, emotional regulation,
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Expanding Your Emotional Vocabulary

Everyone experiences emotions, yet not everyone finds it easy to put those feelings into
words. In my own life, I have sometimes described myself as simply feeling “good” or “bad”
without further nuance. This lack of vocabulary made it difficult to truly understand what I was
feeling or communicate it to others. Such experiences underscore a key insight: naming our
emotions with greater specificity can be profoundly helpful. Research in psychology suggests
that the ability to identify and label emotions—often called emotional granularity—is associated
with better emotional intelligence and psychological health (Wilson-Mendenhall & Dune, 2021).

In other words, having a rich vocabulary for feelings isn’t just about eloquence; it can
shape how we experience and manage our inner life. A growing body of evidence from
neuroscience further shows that affect labeling (putting feelings into words) produces measurable
calming effects on the brain and nervous system (Lieberman et al., 2007). This essay explores
why expanding one’s emotional vocabulary matters and how it can be achieved. We will examine
the concept of emotional granularity and its link to emotional intelligence, review neuroscientific
findings on what happens in the brain when we label our feelings, and consider the impact of
precise emotion language on communication and relationships.

We will also look at how children learn emotion words in social contexts, and discuss
practical ways to cultivate a more nuanced emotional vocabulary—ranging from journaling
exercises to using emotion wheels—along with reflections on the spiritual significance of
naming feelings (drawing on examples like the biblical Psalms and the emotional life of Jesus).
Through this journey, a theme will emerge: expanding your emotional vocabulary can expand

your capacity for self-awareness, regulation, empathy, and connection.



Emotional Granularity and Emotional Intelligence

Emotional granularity refers to the ability to make fine-grained distinctions among one’s
feelings and to label them with precision (Wilson-Mendenhall & Dune, 2021). Instead of just
thinking “I feel bad,” a person high in emotional granularity might recognize that they feel
irritated, anxious, or disappointed. This skill is considered a hallmark of emotional intelligence
and emotional health. Psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett (2017) emphasizes that we construct
our emotional experiences using concepts and labels from our environment and culture.
According to Barrett’s theory of constructed emotion, the brain uses past experience and learned
emotion concepts to categorize bodily sensations into meaningful emotions (Barrett, 2017).

Having more emotion concepts (i.e., a larger emotional vocabulary) allows the brain to
make more fine-tuned predictions and categorizations of feelings, leading to greater emotional
clarity and flexibility (Barrett, 2024). In practical terms, if you only know a few categories
(“good” versus “bad” feelings), you will interpret every emotion in those crude terms. But if you
have a lexicon of dozens of emotion words, you can identify subtleties—for example,
distinguishing lonely from sad, or content from happy—which is a more emotionally intelligent
response (Barrett, 2024).

Empirical research supports the value of emotional granularity. Individuals with higher
emotional granularity (sometimes called emotion differentiation) tend to cope better with stress
and have lower rates of anxiety and depression (Wilson-Mendenhall & Dune, 2021). They can
pinpoint what they feel and are thus more likely to address the true source of their feelings. In
contrast, someone with low granularity might just feel generally “upset” and not know why,
which can be overwhelming or lead to misdirected coping strategies. High granularity has even

been linked to physical health benefits. Barrett (2017) notes that people who can construct



finely-grained emotional experiences visit the doctor less often and use medication less
frequently, suggesting that precise emotion labeling contributes to resilience and better
management of one’s “body budget” (the brain’s regulation of the body)(Barrett, 2024).
Furthermore, finer emotion distinctions make people about 30% more flexible in regulating their
emotions, as they can more readily choose an appropriate strategy for the specific feeling
(Barrett, 2024).

These findings illustrate that a rich emotional vocabulary is not a luxury but rather an
important component of emotional intelligence. The ability to label an emotion accurately—such
as recognizing the difference between frustration and anger, or anxiety and excitement—allows
for more targeted responses. For example, labeling oneself as “frustrated” (versus a generic
“mad”) might lead to a solution-focused coping strategy, whereas identifying “sadness” versus
general “stress” might encourage one to seek comfort or connection. In sum, emotional
granularity enhances emotional insight: by putting feelings into words, we make the intangible
more tangible, which is the first step in effectively managing those feelings.

Neuroscience of Affect Labeling

Labeling emotions not only improves subjective understanding but also produces
observable effects in the brain and autonomic nervous system. Neuroscientific studies using
brain imaging have demonstrated a biological basis for why putting feelings into words can be
calming. A landmark functional MRI study by Lieberman et al. (2007) showed that when
individuals silently labeled the emotion on a face or described their feelings, activity in the
brain’s emotion center—the amygdala—decreased (Lieberman et al., 2007). At the same time,
activity increased in regions of the prefrontal cortex (particularly the right ventrolateral

prefrontal cortex) that are involved in language and inhibitory control (Lieberman et al., 2007).



In essence, affect labeling seemed to engage the brain’s regulatory circuitry: the
prefrontal cortex (a region associated with conscious thought and impulse control) became more
active, which in turn was correlated with dampening of amygdala reactivity (the amygdala is a
region central to generating fear, anger, and other strong emotional reactions). The researchers
identified a pathway suggesting that putting feelings into words triggers a top-down effect: the
right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (rVLPFC) activates, which then engages the medial
prefrontal cortex, ultimately resulting in reduced amygdala activation (Lieberman et al., 2007).
This neural pattern helps explain why we often feel a bit better after verbalizing what we feel—
naming the emotion recruits frontal brain regions that can dial down the intensity of emotional
responses. Notably, this effect occurred even though participants were not explicitly trying to
suppress their emotions; simply labeling them had an implicit regulatory effect (Torre &
Lieberman, 2018).

More recent neuroscientific evidence reinforces and extends these findings. Sun et al.
(2025) used an EEG (electroencephalography) approach to examine how labeling emotions
affects the brain’s electrical activity. Their study involved participants empathizing with others’
pain and using different labeling strategies (labeling the pain, labeling their affective response, or
a non-emotional label) (Sun et al., 2025). The researchers found that lexical labeling of the
emotional aspects modulated participants’ neural responses, specifically altering patterns of brain
wave coupling associated with emotional processing (Travassos et al., 2020). Although the
technical details differ from the fMRI study, the overarching conclusion is similar: putting
emotions into words changes how our brain processes those emotions.

By measuring the brain’s electrical signals, Sun et al. demonstrated that affect labeling

can influence the nervous system in real time, presumably helping to organize and reduce the



chaos of raw emotion into a more coherent state. This aligns with other research suggesting that
labeling feelings lowers physiological arousal (for example, lowering heart rate or skin
conductance) by reducing the uncertainty or ambiguity of what one is feeling (Torre &
Lieberman, 2018). In plain terms, when you feel something intense, there is a swarm of neural
and bodily activity; giving that swirl of sensations a label (“I am terrified right now”) seems to
bring order to the chaos, telling the brain’s alarm system that the emotion is recognized and
categorized.

Scientists sometimes compare affect labeling to other emotion regulation strategies like
reappraisal (changing how one thinks about a situation) and distraction. However, labeling is
unique in that it often operates implicitly. One might not intend to calm down when naming an
emotion, but the brain responds as if a bit of relief is already on the way (Torre & Lieberman,
2018). This has important implications. It means that building the habit of precisely identifying
and naming your emotions could be a simple yet powerful self-regulation tool. Unlike effortful
suppression of feelings (which can sometimes backfire), labeling offers a mindful
acknowledgement: “This is what I’m feeling.” Such acknowledgement activates the brain’s
language and executive regions, which can help down-regulate the intensity of the emotional
experience. Neuroscience thus provides a biological validation of an age-old piece of wisdom:
“naming it to tame it” has real merit. By expanding our emotional vocabulary and practicing
affect labeling, we tap into the brain’s built-in mechanisms for maintaining emotional balance.

Emotional vocabulary is not only a tool for individual regulation; it also plays a crucial
role in how we communicate and connect with others. In relationships, being able to accurately
express what we feel—and to understand what another person feels—can make the difference

between conflict and connection. A common communication breakdown occurs when people use



vague or misaligned terms for their feelings. For instance, one partner might say “I’m fine”” while
clearly upset, or label their emotion as anger when in fact they are hurt. Expanding emotional
vocabulary helps individuals articulate the true emotions at play, which fosters empathy and
reduces misunderstanding. Telling a friend “I feel frustrated and unappreciated” is far more
informative (and likely to elicit a supportive response) than simply saying “I’'m upset.” In this
way, emotional granularity can improve interpersonal communication by ensuring that the
message sent is closer to the message received.

Scientific research confirms that labeling emotions can have powerful interpersonal
effects. Shamay-Tsoory and Levy-Gigi (2021) investigated how interpersonal affect labeling in
romantic couples influences emotional distress. In their study, one partner (the “regulator’)
would verbally label the other partner’s feelings during a stressful situation. The results were
striking: when partners named each other’s emotions, the distressed individual’s level of upset
significantly dropped compared to when they had to label their own feelings or when no labeling
occurred (Shamay-Tsoory & Levy-Gigi, 2021).

In fact, simply hearing one’s partner put a feeling into words had a stronger calming
effect than the person labeling their own emotion. Moreover, this effect was most pronounced
when the partner providing the label had higher empathy (Shamay-Tsoory & Levy-Gigi, 2021).
In other words, the combination of an empathic listener and precise emotion words is a potent
form of social support. This finding highlights an important point: affect labeling is not just an
inward-facing skill; it is also a way of caring for others. When we gently say to a loved one, “It
sounds like you’re really anxious about this test” or “I can see that you feel hurt by what

happened,” we are effectively helping them make sense of their emotional state.
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This interpersonal labeling can validate the person’s experience (they feel seen and understood)
and also engage the regulatory effects discussed earlier, thereby buffering distress. Beyond
intimate partnerships, emotional vocabulary enriches all forms of social interaction.

In the workplace, for example, a manager with a nuanced emotional vocabulary might
better navigate a conflict by naming the tensions (“I sense there is some resentment about the
new policy—Ilet’s talk about it”) rather than ignoring or oversimplifying the issue. In friendships,
the ability to convey complex feelings can deepen mutual understanding—sharing that “I’ve
been feeling insecure and overwhelmed lately” invites more compassion than a flat declaration
that “I’m stressed.” On the flip side, being attuned to others’ emotion words enhances one’s
capacity for empathy. If a friend describes feeling melancholy rather than just sad, that specific
word provides richer insight into their state, perhaps conjuring a sense of quiet, lingering sorrow,
which one can better empathize with. Psychologists refer to this as emotional empathy or
empathic accuracy: the ability to accurately gauge and understand another’s emotions often
hinges on the precision of emotional language.

By expanding our emotional vocabulary, we become not only better speakers of our own
emotions but also better listeners. We learn to recognize subtle cues in others’ words that signal
what they are truly feeling, enabling more supportive and validating responses. In sum,
communicating with a rich palette of emotion words can strengthen relationships, as it helps
people feel understood and equips them to handle conflicts and challenges with greater clarity
and compassion.

Emotional Development in Childhood
Our ability to label emotions does not emerge overnight—it is cultivated from early life,

through interactions with caregivers and the social environment. In childhood, learning emotion
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words is a key part of emotional development. Young children start with broad terms like
“happy” or “mad,” but over time, they acquire more nuanced emotion vocabulary and learn how
different feelings connect to different situations. This developmental process has important
relational dimensions: children often learn about emotions through conversations with parents
and teachers, a process sometimes called emotion socialization.

For example, when a parent sees a toddler crying and says, “You’re feeling sad because
your toy broke,” the parent is labeling the child’s emotion and linking it to the context. Such
moments teach the child not only the word “sad” but also an understanding of what sadness is
and when it happens. Over the years, thousands of these interactions help children build an
emotional vocabulary and the cognitive skills to differentiate emotions. Research by Knothe and
Walle (2023) provides insight into how this ability develops between the preschool ages of 3'%
and 4’2. They found that even at these young ages, children start to label basic emotions with
some accuracy, especially emotions like anger, sadness, and joy, which were labeled correctly
more often than emotions like disgust or fear (Simié et al., 2021). This suggests that children
learn to identify certain emotions earlier, perhaps because they encounter and discuss them more
frequently (for instance, “mad” and “sad” might be among the first emotion words a child
learns).

Interestingly, Knothe and Walle’s study also showed that as children grow, they become
more attuned to the relational context of emotions. The 4/2-year-olds in their study didn’t just
label the emotion they saw in a picture; they also tended to mention elements of the situation,
such as who was feeling the emotion or what caused it (2023). For example, when looking at an
image depicting an anger context, an older preschooler might say something like “He is angry

because his friend took his toy,” highlighting both the emoter (the person who is angry) and the
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referent (the reason or target of the anger). In contrast, 3'2-year-olds were less likely to include
such context in their descriptions.

This developmental progression indicates that emotional labeling is not just about
learning words in isolation—it’s about grasping the “aboutness” of emotions, or how emotions
relate to people and events. By age four or five, children begin to understand that emotions are
about something or someone (you’re angry at someone, afraid of something, proud of someone,
etc.), and they use language to reflect that relational understanding. This is an important leap in
emotional intelligence. It means the child can now not only name a feeling but also comprehend
its cause and target, which is critical for empathy and social interaction.

The role of caregivers and educators remains crucial throughout this process. Studies
have shown that children whose parents talk about feelings and explain emotional causes and
consequences tend to develop better emotion recognition and regulation skills. A parent who
frequently uses a rich emotional vocabulary in conversation (e.g., “I’m really frustrated that we
missed the bus” or “You seem disappointed that playtime is over”) is effectively teaching
emotion words and models how to articulate feelings. Over time, the child internalizes this
language. In contrast, if emotion talk is absent or very limited, children might struggle with
emotional granularity later on. They might default to acting out feelings physically (tantrums,
aggression) because they lack verbal labels. Thus, fostering emotional vocabulary in early
childhood is a component of what some call emotional literacy. It is akin to learning a language:
the language of the heart and mind. By the time children enter school, those who have a better
emotional vocabulary can often navigate social situations more smoothly—they can tell a peer “I
don’t like that, it makes me angry” rather than hitting, or they can tell a teacher “I’m scared to

present in front of the class,” which allows the teacher to respond helpfully.
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Through adolescence and beyond, people continue to refine their emotional vocabularies,
but the foundation is laid in those early conversations and labels. This underscores why parents,
caregivers, and educators should be mindful of naming emotions and encouraging children to
talk about feelings. It equips the next generation with the words they need to understand
themselves and others.

Practical Applications for Expanding Emotional Vocabulary

Understanding the importance of emotional vocabulary is one thing; actively expanding it
is another. Fortunately, there are practical strategies and tools that anyone—child or adult—can
use to develop greater emotional granularity. These methods range from reflective practices like
journaling to visual aids like emotion wheels, and they even extend into spiritual or philosophical
domains where naming emotions has long been a form of expression and coping. By
intentionally practicing these strategies, individuals can “train” their ability to identify and
differentiate feelings, much like one might train a muscle with exercise.

Journaling and Expressive Writing

One of the most accessible tools for building emotional vocabulary is journaling. Writing
about one’s feelings in a journal or diary forces a person to articulate those feelings in words.
Unlike a fleeting thought or a raw reaction, writing is a slower process that encourages
reflection. As you pause to write, you might reach for a more precise word to describe your day’s
experiences. For example, rather than just scribbling “I’m upset about work,” the act of writing
may prompt you to elaborate: “I’m frustrated and undervalued because my contributions in the
meeting were ignored.” This act of using specific words helps solidify those concepts in your
mind. Over time, journaling can introduce you to new emotion words as you search for language

to capture subtleties, effectively expanding your emotional lexicon. The benefits of such
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expressive writing are well-documented. Psychologist James Pennebaker and colleagues
famously found that people who write about their deepest thoughts and feelings often experience
improvements in mental and even physical health (Lieberman et al., 2007). Writing serves as a
form of self-therapy, and a key element of that therapeutic effect is affect labeling—the
translation of feelings into language.

By writing “I feel anxious about this upcoming move,” you’ve externalized the anxiety
into words on a page. Many people report that this gives them a sense of relief or insight; the
problem or emotion no longer feels as amorphous. It’s now something defined that one can work
with. From a neuroscience perspective, as discussed earlier, this corresponds to engaging the
brain’s prefrontal language regions and calming the limbic alarm centers. In essence, journaling
is affect labeling in action, harnessing the brain’s regulatory circuitry through deliberate practice.

To get the most out of journaling for emotional granularity, one can use prompts or
techniques aimed at exploring nuances. For instance, you might practice distinguishing shades of
emotion: “Today at work I felt stressed—was it more overwhelmed, irritated, or worried? Let me
describe each aspect.” Another exercise is to write a short narrative of a recent emotional episode
and then go back and underline every emotion word, asking “Could I use a more specific word
here?” Over time, such practices build a habit of precision in emotional expression. It can also be
helpful to read through lists of emotion words (many of which are available in psychology
handouts or books) and incorporate new words into your writing when appropriate, to capture
feelings you previously left unnamed.

The cumulative effect of journaling is two-fold: you expand your vocabulary, and you
gain self-insight. Entries over weeks and months might reveal, for example, that what you often

called “anger” was frequently hurt or fear in disguise—knowledge that can profoundly affect
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how you address your needs or communicate with others. Whether done daily or only during
significant life events, journaling remains a powerful, low-cost tool for anyone looking to deepen
their emotional intelligence through better labeling of emotions.
Using Emotion Wheels

Another practical aid for expanding emotional vocabulary is the use of emotion wheels or
similar visual frameworks that categorize emotions. An emotion wheel is typically a circular
diagram displaying a wide range of feelings, often organized by families or intensity. One well-
known version was developed by psychologist Robert Plutchik, and others have modified similar
wheels for therapeutic or self-help use. The core idea is to present a spectrum of emotion words
in a structured format that helps people find just the right word for what they feel. For example,
an emotion wheel might place basic categories like Angry, Sad, Happy, Fearful, Surprised,
Disgusted at the center, and fan out into more specific terms in outer rings (e.g., Angry might
branch into frustrated, irritated, furious, jealous, etc.). When someone is unsure how to label an
emotion, they can consult the wheel, locate the general vicinity of their feeling, and then see a

variety of nuanced options.
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Figure 1

The Emotion Wheel for Expanding Emotional Vocabulary

paiog
Scared

Furious
Jealous

Provoked

Hostile

Note. Adapted from The Feelings Wheel by Gloria Wilcox, 1982. Copyright 1982 by The Center

for Nonviolent Communication.

This figure illustrates a feelings wheel, which organizes a broad range of emotion words
by core emotion categories. At the center are basic emotions (such as sad, mad, fearful, happy),
and radiating outward are progressively more specific feelings. For instance, “Angry” can branch
out to related states like “frustrated,” “jealous,” or “resentful,” while “Sad” may branch into
“lonely,” “guilty,” or “despairing.” Such a tool helps individuals pinpoint and name the subtle
variations in their emotional experience, thereby increasing emotional granularity.

Using an emotion wheel can be an enlightening exercise. Imagine you are feeling a knot
of unpleasant emotion and all you can initially say is “I feel bad.” Looking at the wheel, you
might first decide that “bad” in this case is closest to the Sad sector rather than Angry or Fearful.
Then within Sad, you see options like disappointed, lonely, guilty, depressed, hurt, grieved, etc.
As you scan these words, you might resonate with lonely and hurt more than the others—

realizing that your “bad” feeling is specifically the loneliness from staying home sick and the
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hurt of not receiving a get-well message you expected. Now you’ve gone from a vague state to
two specific emotions that have identifiable causes and potential solutions (maybe reach out to
someone, or acknowledge the hurt and practice some self-compassion).

The wheel served as a map to navigate the terrain of your affect. Over time, repeatedly
using such a tool can actually teach you new words and associations. The next time you feel
“bad,” you’ll remember that last time it was “lonely” and “hurt,” and you can check if that holds
true or if it’s something else. You learn the distinguishing features of each emotion. Therapists
and counselors often use emotion wheels with clients, especially those who have trouble
identifying their feelings. It can be particularly useful for children, who may not yet have a large
emotion vocabulary—seeing the colorful wheel with expressive words can empower a child to
say, “I am not just mad, I am jealous,” for example. Even in corporate or educational settings,
facilitators use such charts to help people communicate in group discussions (“Check in with one
word for how you’re feeling right now”). The visual nature of the wheel makes it a quick
reference guide to human emotions. For self-help use, one can print out a feelings wheel and
keep it in a journal or on a device.

Whenever an emotional swell needs labeling, take a moment with the wheel. This
intentional practice expands your active vocabulary. You might discover words you rarely use
and realize they precisely describe certain shades of your feeling (perhaps pensive, apathetic, or
eager were not in your daily lexicon until you saw them on a wheel and connected them to your
experiences). By broadening the repertoire of labels you can confidently use, you gain the ability

to more accurately monitor and regulate your emotional life.
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Spiritual and Reflective Practices

Beyond psychological tools, the practice of naming and exploring emotions has deep
roots in many spiritual and cultural traditions. For centuries, humans have used prayer, poetry,
and narrative to grapple with their feelings and give voice to their inner life. In these contexts,
expanding one’s emotional vocabulary is not an academic exercise but a way to find meaning,
comfort, and connection to something greater. A poignant example can be found in the Book of
Psalms from the Bible. The Psalms are essentially ancient poems or songs, many of which are
raw outpourings of emotion.

They demonstrate an impressive emotional vocabulary as the psalmists express praise,
joy, gratitude, but also anguish, fear, anger, and despair in candid detail. Reading through the
Psalms, one encounters a lexicon of feeling words: downcast, troubled, exultant, yearning,
contrite, and so on. The very act of composing these prayers involved the writers searching their
hearts and finding words to match their emotional states. They did not simply say “I’m upset” to
God; they articulated specific sorrows and specific hopes (“Why are you downcast, O my soul?”;
“Out of the depths I cry”; “my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices”). This not only
communicated their state to the divine, but also undoubtedly gave the writers (and later readers)
a framework to understand those states. The enduring use of Psalms in religious practice teaches
adherents a language for their emotions.

In moments of grief or anxiety, a person might recall the words of a Psalm that name
those feelings, thereby feeling less alone and more understood. In a sense, the Psalms functioned
as an emotion wheel of the ancient world—cataloguing the spectrum of human emotion in
relation to the struggles and triumphs of life. The life of Jesus, as depicted in Christian scriptures,

also offers insight into emotional expression. Notably, Jesus is portrayed as experiencing a range
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of human emotions and expressing them openly. He wept at the death of his friend Lazarus,
showing grief and compassion. He expressed anger when he saw merchants exploiting the
temple, overturning tables in righteous indignation. He confessed to his disciples that his “soul
[was] overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death™ on the night before his crucifixion, an
extraordinarily specific admission of despair and dread.

On the cross, he quoted a psalm, crying out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?”—thus verbalizing a deep sense of abandonment and anguish. What stands out in these
examples is the willingness to name the feeling: sorrow, anger, fear, abandonment. The
emotional vocabulary is rich and not glossed over. This has served as an example to generations
of people in spiritual communities that acknowledging and voicing one’s emotions is not only
acceptable but can be an integral part of spiritual life.

In many religious or spiritual practices, whether it’s confession, testimony, or prayer,
there is an element of examining one’s heart and finding words for what is found there. Those
who engage in regular prayer or meditation journals often report increased self-awareness. Much
like secular journaling, the practice of writing down prayers or reflections can expand one’s
emotional vocabulary. For instance, someone might start by always saying “I feel blessed” but
over time might differentiate grateful, hopeful, humbled, or awed as distinct spiritual-emotional
states.

There is also a concept of emotional granularity in some Eastern philosophies. Buddhist
mindfulness practice, while not focused on verbal labeling in the same way, does encourage
practitioners to notice the subtle arising of feelings and mental states. In some mindfulness-based
therapy approaches, clients are taught to mentally note their experiences with precise terms (e.g.,

2 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

“anger is present”, “worrying”, “sadness”), which is essentially a form of affect labeling that
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fosters detachment and clarity. Whether in a religious context or a secular one, the act of naming
emotions can have a quasi-spiritual effect: it brings clarity to the soul and can transform pain into
something that has shape and meaning. The spiritual relevance of emotional vocabulary lies in
how it enables individuals to lament, to celebrate, and to empathize as part of a community.

By expanding our emotional vocabulary, we don’t just gain personal skills; we also
inherit a rich tradition of human expression that connects us to others across time and culture. In
the eloquent words of poet Rainer Maria Rilke, one should not avoid the difficult feelings but
rather “give them words” and thereby befriend them. In summary, practical steps to broaden
one’s emotional vocabulary can be found in introspective writing, structured tools like emotion
wheels, and engagement with literature or spiritual texts that model nuanced emotional
expression. Each of these approaches serves the same end: helping us learn the language of our
emotions so that we can better understand and regulate them.

Conclusion

Emotions are an intrinsic part of the human experience, but our ability to navigate them
effectively hinges on something surprisingly straightforward: the words we use to describe them.
This essay has explored how expanding your emotional vocabulary—cultivating emotional
granularity—can enrich your emotional intelligence and improve your well-being. We began
with the recognition that labeling emotions more precisely is linked to greater self-awareness and
psychological health. From Barrett’s constructionist theory, we learned that our brains construct
emotions using the concepts we have available, meaning the more fine-grained our emotion
concepts, the more nuanced our emotional life can be.

We saw that this is not just theory: neuroscientific studies (Lieberman et al., 2007; Sun et

al., 2025) show that putting feelings into words engages regulatory brain regions and calms the
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reactive parts of our nervous system. In relationships, sharing and pinpointing feelings fosters
understanding and can even reduce distress in our loved ones (as when partners name each
other’s emotions). With children, we recognized the importance of nurturing emotional
vocabulary from early on, giving them the tools to make sense of their inner world as it grows
more complex (Shamay-Tsoory & Levy-Gigi, 2021). Finally, we discussed practical ways to
actively expand one’s emotional vocabulary—through journaling, tools like emotion wheels, and
even drawing on spiritual traditions of expressive language.

In pulling these threads together, a clear message emerges: language and emotion are
deeply intertwined. Emotions might feel like amorphous waves that wash over us, but words are
the vessels that can carry those waves toward understanding. When we find the right name for an
emotion, it’s as if we’ve shone a light into a dark room; what was murky or overwhelming
becomes identifiable and manageable. This process does not dilute our emotional life—on the
contrary, it enriches it. A person with a strong emotional vocabulary doesn’t feel less; they feel
more accurately, more keenly aware of the contours of their feelings. That accuracy can guide
actions: calming down when appropriate, seeking support when needed, or communicating a
boundary before frustration turns into anger. In a world where emotional intelligence is
increasingly valued in workplaces, schools, and personal relationships, the simple practice of
expanding our emotion vocabulary offers a tangible way to grow that intelligence.

A touch of personal reflection reinforces this conclusion. Looking back at my own
journey, I recall moments where learning a new emotion word was liberating—realizing that
“resentment” described a subtle anger I had been carrying, or that “anxious” didn’t fully capture
my pre-interview state as well as “anticipatory excitement mixed with nerves” (a phrase I learned

to articulate). Each new label gave me clarity and often a measure of control or peace. It allowed
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me to communicate better with those around me, turning hidden feelings into dialogues instead
of silent stewing. The act of continually expanding one’s emotional vocabulary is a lifelong
learning process, much like expanding one’s knowledge in any domain.

The effort is well worth it, as it leads to a more nuanced inner life and more authentic
connections with others. In conclusion, “expanding your emotional vocabulary” is more than an
academic exercise—it is a journey toward greater self-understanding, better health, improved
relationships, and even spiritual growth. By learning to precisely name our emotions, we truly
learn to know ourselves, and from that foundation, we can navigate the highs and lows of life

with greater wisdom and compassion.
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