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Emotional Constipation
Intensive · The Recovery Files
Unleashing the Power of Emotional Expression in Recovery
From Constipation to Free Flow — The Recovery Files

Blocked · Emotions stuffed, pressure builds · Flowing · Emotions felt, processed, released

In this workbook
• Part 1 · What Is Emotional Constipation?
– Check-in: Emotional Suppression Habits
– Exercise: Emotion Wheel Explorer
– Exercise: Daily Emotional Check-In (7 Days)
• Part 2 · Why We Stuff It Down: The Roots of Emotional Suppression
– Check-in: Fear of Emotional Expression
– Exercise: Childhood Messages Excavation
– Exercise: Fear of Feeling Inventory
• Part 3 · The Price You Pay: Consequences of Emotional Backup
– Check-in: Consequences of Emotional Backup
– Exercise: Personal Suppression Inventory
– Exercise: Emotion-Recovery Connection Map
• Part 4 · The Brain Science: How Emotional Expression Changes Your Neurology
– Check-in: Emotional Literacy & Identification
– Exercise: Emotional Body Map
– Exercise: Expressive Writing Practice
• Part 5 · Emotional Liberation: From Constipation to Free Flow
– Check-in: Healthy Expression Capacity
– Exercise: Trigger-Response Planning
– Exercise: Emotional Self-Care Toolkit

Each reading is followed by its check-in questions and exercises, in the same order as the app. Your scored results
are shown in the app.
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PART 1 OF 5 · READING

What Is Emotional Constipation?
Emotional constipation is the unhealthy habit of suppressing, stuffing down, or refusing to
process emotions rather than allowing them to move through you naturally. Just as the digestive
system is designed to take in nourishment, process it, and eliminate what the body doesn't need,
your emotional system is designed to take in experience, process the feelings that arise, and
release them through expression.

When this system gets blocked — when emotions go in but never come out — the result is an
internal backup that affects every dimension of your wellbeing.

The metaphor of constipation is deliberately uncomfortable, and that's part of its power. When
your digestive system is blocked, you feel heavy, bloated, irritable, and toxic. The longer the
blockage persists, the worse you feel, and the system that was designed to keep you healthy
starts making you sick. Emotional constipation works exactly the same way.

Emotions that are not processed and expressed don't just sit quietly inside you — they ferment.
They create pressure. They produce toxicity. And they will eventually find a way out, whether you
choose the exit or not.

For people with substance use disorders, emotional constipation isn't a side effect of addiction —
it's often a root cause. Many people began using substances precisely because they had no other
way to manage the emotional pressure that had been building for years, sometimes decades.

Reflection Questions
1. How does the metaphor of "emotional constipation" land for you? Does it accurately describe
your experience with emotions?

2. When you imagine all the emotions you have suppressed over the years, what does that
"backup" look like? How does it feel in your body?

3. Can you trace a connection between your emotional suppression and your substance use?
When did the blockage begin, and when did substances become the "solution"?
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4. Now that substances are no longer available as a pressure valve, what do you notice
happening with your emotions in early recovery?

5. On a scale of 1 to 10, how "emotionally backed up" do you feel right now? What would a "1"
(free flow) look like?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 1 OF 5

Emotional Suppression Habits
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I regularly push down or ignore uncomfortable feelings rather than addressing them
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. When asked how I'm feeling, I usually say "fine" even when I'm not
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I feel physically tense, tight, or heavy but can't connect it to a specific emotion
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I would rather stay busy than sit still with my thoughts and feelings
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I have difficulty crying even when I want to or know I need to
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I use humor, sarcasm, or deflection to avoid showing real emotion
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I feel like a pressure cooker that could explode at any moment
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I go long periods without being aware of any strong emotion at all
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE

Emotion Wheel Explorer
Expanding Your Emotional Vocabulary

Why This Matters
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You cannot express what you cannot name. Most emotionally constipated people have a
vocabulary of about 5-7 emotion words. The wheel below contains over 60. Expanding your
vocabulary literally increases your brain's ability to process emotions — research shows that
more precise labeling produces greater amygdala calming.

Angry 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Frustrated ○ Irritated ○ Resentful ○ Hostile ○ Bitter ○ Furious ○ Annoyed ○ Agitated

Sad 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Lonely ○ Grieving ○ Hopeless ○ Disappointed ○ Empty ○ Dejected ○ Melancholy ○ Heartbroken

Afraid 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Anxious ○ Panicked ○ Insecure ○ Terrified ○ Nervous ○ Worried ○ Overwhelmed ○ Dread

Ashamed 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Guilty ○ Humiliated ○ Embarrassed ○ Worthless ○ Exposed ○ Regretful ○ Disgraced ○
Inadequate

Hurt 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Betrayed ○ Rejected ○ Abandoned ○ Neglected ○ Dismissed ○ Invalidated ○ Used ○ Deceived

Happy 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Grateful ○ Content ○ Proud ○ Hopeful ○ Relieved ○ Joyful ○ Peaceful ○ Excited

Surprised 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Shocked ○ Confused ○ Amazed ○ Startled ○ Awestruck ○ Disoriented ○ Bewildered ○ Stunned

Disgusted 8 nuanced feelings →
○ Contemptuous ○ Revolted ○ Repulsed ○ Judgmental ○ Appalled ○ Nauseated ○ Detesting ○
Loathing

Emotion Wheel Reflection
1. Tap the emotions above that you experience frequently but rarely name. Which ones surprised
you?

2. Which core emotion category is hardest for you to identify in yourself? Why do you think that
is?
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3. Which nuanced emotions (e.g., "abandoned" rather than just "sad") would be most important
for you to start naming?

4. How many emotion words did you typically use before this exercise? How many do you
recognize now?

5. Choose one nuanced emotion from the wheel that you are feeling RIGHT NOW and write about
it in detail — what it feels like, where it is in your body, and what it's connected to.

YOUR EXERCISE

Daily Emotional Check-In
7 Days of Practicing Emotional Awareness

The Practice

Each day, take 5-10 minutes to check in with your emotional state. This practice builds the habit
of emotional awareness — the foundation of emotional liberation. Over time, you'll begin to notice
emotions earlier, name them more precisely, and process them more naturally.

Day 1
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?
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Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 2
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 3
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What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 4
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?
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What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 5
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 6
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)
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Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?

Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Day 7
What am I feeling right now? (Name at least 2 specific emotions from the wheel)

Where do I feel it in my body?

Am I suppressing anything right now? If yes, what and why?

What is one emotion I can express today — even in a small way?
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Emotional flow rating today (1 = completely blocked, 10 = freely flowing)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Week in Review
1. Looking at your 7 days of check-ins, what patterns do you notice? Are certain emotions more
present than others?

2. Did your emotional flow rating change over the week? What contributed to higher or lower
days?

3. What was the hardest emotion to acknowledge this week? What made it difficult?

4. What was the most valuable insight you gained from this daily check-in practice?

5. Will you continue this practice? If so, when and how will you build it into your routine?
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PART 2 OF 5 · READING

Why We Stuff It Down: The Roots of Emotional
Suppression
People do not suppress emotions because they are weak, broken, or defective. They suppress
emotions because they were taught to — explicitly or implicitly — by the people, systems, and
cultures that shaped them. Understanding why you stuff it down is not about assigning blame; it
is about making the unconscious conscious so that you can begin to choose differently.

The most common root of emotional suppression is childhood messaging. Children are
extraordinary learners, and they absorb messages about emotional expression from their earliest
interactions. "Stop crying." "Big boys don't cry." "Don't be so dramatic." "You're being too
sensitive." "There's nothing to be scared of." "Wipe that look off your face."

These phrases, repeated hundreds of times across childhood, install a program in the developing
brain: your emotions are wrong, unwelcome, dangerous, or weak. The child learns to intercept
emotions before they reach expression — a neurological adaptation that becomes automatic by
adolescence.

Reflection Questions
1. What specific messages did you receive growing up about emotional expression? Who
delivered them, and how?

2. How did your family system handle emotions? Was there room for your feelings, or only for
someone else's?

3. How have cultural expectations, gender norms, or professional identity contributed to your
emotional suppression?
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4. If your emotional suppression began as a survival adaptation, what were you surviving? What
threat was your nervous system protecting you from?

5. On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate your emotional literacy — your ability to identify and
name what you're feeling? What would improving that score require?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 2 OF 5

Fear of Emotional Expression
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I am afraid that if I start feeling, I won't be able to stop
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I believe showing emotion makes me weak or vulnerable in a dangerous way
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I worry that expressing my feelings will burden or drive away the people I care about
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I fear that my emotions are "too much" for others to handle
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I am afraid of what I might discover about myself if I look too deeply
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I believe certain emotions (sadness, fear, neediness) are unacceptable to feel
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I worry that feeling my pain fully will make me relapse
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I have been punished, shamed, or rejected for showing emotion in the past
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE

Childhood Messages Excavation
Uncovering the Rules You Learned About Emotions

Messages I Received About Emotions



The Recovery Files  ·  Intensive Emotional Constipation

© The Recovery Files Page 13

For each emotion, write the messages you received as a child — both spoken and unspoken —
about whether this emotion was acceptable to feel and express.

Crying / Sadness

What were you taught about crying / sadness? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Anger / Frustration

What were you taught about anger / frustration? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Fear / Anxiety

What were you taught about fear / anxiety? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Joy / Excitement

What were you taught about joy / excitement? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Neediness / Wanting Help

What were you taught about neediness / wanting help? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Affection / Tenderness

What were you taught about affection / tenderness? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?
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Disappointment / Hurt

What were you taught about disappointment / hurt? Who taught you? What happened when you expressed it?

Who Were the Messengers?
1. Who in your childhood was the primary source of messages about emotional expression? What
was their own relationship with emotions?

2. Were there different rules for different family members? (e.g., dad could be angry but you
couldn't; mom could cry but you were told to "be strong")

3. What was the most harmful message you received about emotions? How does it still affect you
today?

4. Was there anyone in your childhood who modeled healthy emotional expression? What did you
learn from them?

5. If you could rewrite the emotional rules you were given as a child, what would the new rules
be?

YOUR EXERCISE
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Fear of Feeling Inventory
Naming the Fears That Keep You Emotionally Blocked

Why This Matters

Emotional constipation isn't random — it's driven by specific fears about what will happen if you
allow yourself to feel. These fears developed for good reasons, often as survival adaptations. But
they are no longer serving you. Naming them precisely is the first step to loosening their grip.

Fear of Losing Control
The belief that if you start feeling, the emotions will overwhelm you and you won't be able to
stop, function, or hold yourself together.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "If I let myself fully feel this emotion, I'm afraid that..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear of Rejection
The belief that showing your true emotions will cause people to pull away, lose respect for you, or
abandon you.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10
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Complete this sentence: "If people saw how I really feel, they would..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear of Being Seen as Weak
The belief that emotional expression equals weakness, especially vulnerability, crying, or
admitting need.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "Showing emotion would make me weak because..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?
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Fear of the Pain Itself
The belief that certain emotions are simply too painful to survive — that the grief, the shame, or
the rage would be literally unbearable.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "The emotion I'm most afraid to feel is... because..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear That Feeling Will Cause Relapse
The belief that if you allow yourself to feel painful emotions, the only way to cope will be to use
substances.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "If I felt my emotions fully without substances, I believe..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?
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Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear of Self-Discovery
The belief that looking inside yourself honestly will reveal something fundamentally broken,
unlovable, or irreparable.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "If I looked deeply at what I'm really feeling, I might discover..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear of Burdening Others
The belief that your emotions are "too much" for other people and that expressing them makes
you a burden.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10
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Complete this sentence: "I don't share my feelings because I worry the other person will..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?

Fear of What Change Requires
The belief that if you acknowledge certain feelings, you'll have to take action you're not ready for
— leaving a relationship, confronting someone, making a difficult decision.

How strongly does this fear affect you? (1 = not at all, 10 = completely controls me)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5 ○ 6 ○ 7 ○ 8 ○ 9 ○ 10

Complete this sentence: "If I admitted how I really feel about this, I would have to..."

Where did this fear come from? Who or what taught you this?

Is this fear based on evidence or assumption? Has the feared outcome actually happened, or are
you predicting it?
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Fear Inventory Summary
1. Which fear scored highest? How has this specific fear contributed to your emotional
constipation and your substance use?

2. Are any of these fears based on actual past experiences (someone really did reject you for
showing emotion) versus predictions about the future? How would separating the two change
your willingness to feel?

3. What would your recovery look like if you could reduce your top fear by even 50%? What would
become possible?

4. Write a statement of courage — acknowledging the fear while committing to feeling anyway.
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PART 3 OF 5 · READING

The Price You Pay: Consequences of Emotional
Backup
Suppressed emotions do not evaporate. They do not dissolve. They do not quietly disappear.
They accumulate, they pressurize, and they find alternative routes of expression that are almost
always more destructive than the original emotion would have been if it had been processed
directly.

The physical cost is well-documented. Research shows that chronic emotional suppression is
associated with elevated cortisol levels, inflammatory responses, cardiovascular disease,
gastrointestinal disorders, chronic pain, compromised immune function, and accelerated aging.
The body keeps the score.

The relational cost is devastating. Emotional constipation makes authentic intimacy impossible.
You cannot be known by another human being if you will not allow yourself to be seen.

The recovery cost is most immediate: emotional constipation is one of the primary drivers of
relapse. Suppressed emotions create internal pressure. The pressure builds until it becomes
unbearable. Without new emotional processing skills, the old solution (substances) becomes
irresistibly attractive.

Reflection Questions
1. What physical symptoms do you experience that might be connected to emotional
suppression? Where does your body hold tension, pain, or discomfort?

2. How has your emotional constipation affected your closest relationships? What feedback have
the people around you given about your emotional availability?

3. Can you trace a specific relapse or near-relapse back to emotional buildup? What was the
emotion you were trying to escape?
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4. Have you experienced emotional numbness — the inability to feel even positive emotions?
What was that like?

5. If emotional constipation is driving relapse risk, what does that tell you about the importance of
this work? Is it optional, or is it survival?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 3 OF 5

Consequences of Emotional Backup
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I experience frequent headaches, stomachaches, or unexplained physical symptoms
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I have sudden outbursts of anger or irritability that seem disproportionate to the situation
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I feel emotionally numb — unable to feel joy, sadness, or connection
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. My emotional suppression has directly contributed to my substance use
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I struggle with sleep because unprocessed thoughts and feelings surface at night
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I have difficulty maintaining close relationships because I can't be emotionally present
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I sometimes feel like I'm going to "crack" under the weight of everything I'm holding
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I notice that the longer I suppress emotions, the more I crave substances or other escapes
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE

Personal Suppression Inventory
Mapping How Emotional Backup Drove Your Addiction

Purpose
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This inventory creates a visual map connecting emotional suppression to addictive behaviors. For
each scenario, trace the path: suppressed emotion → buildup → substance use or destructive
behavior. Seeing these connections clearly is the first step to breaking the cycle.

Suppression Pattern #1
The Situation: What was happening in your life?

The Emotion You Suppressed: What did you actually feel? (Use the emotion wheel for precision)

Why You Suppressed It: What made it feel unsafe or unacceptable to feel this?

The Buildup: How did the suppressed emotion manifest? (physical symptoms, irritability,
numbness, isolation)

The Eventual Outlet: What did you DO with the pressure? (substance use, explosion, self-harm,
shutting down)

The Cost: What happened as a result of the suppression → outlet cycle?
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The Alternative: If you had been able to feel and express the original emotion, what might have
happened instead?

Suppression Pattern #2
The Situation: What was happening in your life?

The Emotion You Suppressed: What did you actually feel? (Use the emotion wheel for precision)

Why You Suppressed It: What made it feel unsafe or unacceptable to feel this?

The Buildup: How did the suppressed emotion manifest? (physical symptoms, irritability,
numbness, isolation)

The Eventual Outlet: What did you DO with the pressure? (substance use, explosion, self-harm,
shutting down)
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The Cost: What happened as a result of the suppression → outlet cycle?

The Alternative: If you had been able to feel and express the original emotion, what might have
happened instead?

Suppression Pattern #3
The Situation: What was happening in your life?

The Emotion You Suppressed: What did you actually feel? (Use the emotion wheel for precision)

Why You Suppressed It: What made it feel unsafe or unacceptable to feel this?

The Buildup: How did the suppressed emotion manifest? (physical symptoms, irritability,
numbness, isolation)
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The Eventual Outlet: What did you DO with the pressure? (substance use, explosion, self-harm,
shutting down)

The Cost: What happened as a result of the suppression → outlet cycle?

The Alternative: If you had been able to feel and express the original emotion, what might have
happened instead?

Suppression Pattern #4
The Situation: What was happening in your life?

The Emotion You Suppressed: What did you actually feel? (Use the emotion wheel for precision)

Why You Suppressed It: What made it feel unsafe or unacceptable to feel this?
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The Buildup: How did the suppressed emotion manifest? (physical symptoms, irritability,
numbness, isolation)

The Eventual Outlet: What did you DO with the pressure? (substance use, explosion, self-harm,
shutting down)

The Cost: What happened as a result of the suppression → outlet cycle?

The Alternative: If you had been able to feel and express the original emotion, what might have
happened instead?

Suppression Pattern #5
The Situation: What was happening in your life?

The Emotion You Suppressed: What did you actually feel? (Use the emotion wheel for precision)
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Why You Suppressed It: What made it feel unsafe or unacceptable to feel this?

The Buildup: How did the suppressed emotion manifest? (physical symptoms, irritability,
numbness, isolation)

The Eventual Outlet: What did you DO with the pressure? (substance use, explosion, self-harm,
shutting down)

The Cost: What happened as a result of the suppression → outlet cycle?

The Alternative: If you had been able to feel and express the original emotion, what might have
happened instead?

YOUR EXERCISE

Emotion-Recovery Connection Map
Linking Recovery Challenges to the Emotions They Evoke

The Connection

Every recovery challenge has an emotional dimension. When that dimension goes unaddressed —
stuffed down, ignored, or numbed — the challenge intensifies. When the emotion is named, felt,
and expressed, the challenge becomes more manageable. This map makes those connections
visible.

Cravings & Urges
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EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Anxiety, frustration, longing, emptiness, boredom

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Naming the emotion behind the craving reduces its power and reveals what you actually need

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Relationship Conflict
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Anger, hurt, fear of abandonment, shame, resentment

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Expressing the underlying feeling (hurt) instead of the surface feeling (anger) leads to repair
rather than rupture

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Shame Spirals
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Shame, self-disgust, worthlessness, guilt, humiliation
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BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Speaking shame aloud in safe relationships reduces its intensity — shame cannot survive being
shared

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Isolation & Withdrawal
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Loneliness, fear, depression, hopelessness, unworthiness

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Acknowledging loneliness creates the motivation to reach out rather than retreat further

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Anger Outbursts
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Hurt, fear, powerlessness, frustration, disrespect

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING
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Processing the emotions underneath anger prevents explosive expression and builds genuine
power

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Sleep Difficulties
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Anxiety, unresolved grief, hypervigilance, guilt, dread

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Processing emotions before bed prevents the nighttime ambush of unaddressed feelings

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Early Recovery Overwhelm
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Terror, confusion, grief for old life, vulnerability, exhaustion

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Normalizing these emotions reduces the belief that "something is wrong with me" and builds
resilience
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When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Resistance to Program/Treatment
EMOTIONS INVOLVED

Defiance, fear of vulnerability, distrust, pride, shame

BENEFIT OF EXPRESSING

Identifying the emotion behind resistance reveals what actually needs attention vs. what the
resistance is protecting

When have you experienced this challenge in YOUR recovery? What emotion was underneath it?

What would it look like to express the underlying emotion instead of suppressing it? What specific
action could you take?

Your Personal Connection Map
1. Which recovery challenge from the list above is most active in your life right now? What
emotion is driving it?
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2. Looking at the pattern across all your responses, what is the most commonly suppressed
emotion in your recovery?

3. How would your recovery change if you could express emotions in real time rather than
stuffing them until they explode or drive you to use?

4. Write a commitment statement: "When I notice [specific recovery challenge], I will
acknowledge the emotion underneath it by [specific action]."
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PART 4 OF 5 · READING

The Brain Science: How Emotional Expression
Changes Your Neurology
Understanding what happens in your brain when you suppress versus express emotions provides
a scientific foundation for why emotional expression is not optional in recovery but neurologically
necessary.

When you suppress an emotion, you interrupt the natural circuit. The emotion is generated but
not completed. This creates "incomplete stress cycles" — the nervous system never receives the
signal that it's safe to return to baseline.

Dr. Matthew Lieberman's research demonstrated "affect labeling" — naming a feeling reduces its
intensity and increases your ability to manage it. fMRI scans showed that simply naming emotions
decreased amygdala activity and increased prefrontal cortex activity. The folk wisdom of "talking
about it helps" is neurologically validated.

Dr. James Pennebaker's research on expressive writing showed that participants who wrote about
emotional experiences for just 15-20 minutes per day showed measurable improvements in
immune function, decreased medical visits, improved mood, and decreased substance use.

Reflection Questions
1. Does understanding the brain science of emotional expression change how you think about the
value of "talking about feelings"? How?

2. Have you experienced "incomplete stress cycles" — the feeling of being perpetually activated,
on edge, or unable to relax? How might emotional suppression be contributing to this?

3. Try the "affect labeling" technique right now: name exactly what you're feeling. Does naming it
change anything about the intensity or quality of the experience?
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4. If writing about emotions for 15-20 minutes produces measurable health benefits, what is
stopping you from doing it? What would need to change for you to make this a daily practice?

5. How does thinking of emotional expression as "brain therapy" rather than "being emotional"
reframe its importance in your recovery?

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 4 OF 5

Emotional Literacy & Identification
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I have difficulty naming what I'm feeling beyond "good," "bad," or "fine"
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I often confuse physical sensations (tension, fatigue) with emotional states
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I struggle to tell the difference between similar emotions (e.g., anger vs. hurt, anxiety vs.
excitement)

○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I was not taught how to identify or talk about emotions growing up
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I often don't realize what I was feeling until hours or days later
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I tend to intellectualize my experience rather than actually feeling it
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I am more comfortable analyzing other people's emotions than experiencing my own
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. When someone asks "How does that make you feel?" I genuinely don't know how to answer
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE

Emotional Body Map
Where Do You Hold Your Emotions?

The Body Keeps the Score
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Emotions are not just mental events — they are physical experiences. Each emotion produces
specific sensations in specific locations. Learning to read your body's emotional signals is one of
the most powerful tools for breaking through emotional constipation.

Head / Forehead
Common sensations: Headaches, pressure, foggy thinking, racing thoughts

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Jaw / Mouth
Common sensations: Clenching, grinding, tight lips, difficulty speaking

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?
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Throat / Neck
Common sensations: Lump in throat, tightness, choking sensation, stiffness

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Chest / Heart
Common sensations: Heaviness, racing heart, tightness, aching, pounding

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Shoulders / Upper Back
Common sensations: Tension, raised shoulders, pain, carrying weight
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What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Stomach / Gut
Common sensations: Nausea, butterflies, churning, knots, emptiness

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Hands / Arms
Common sensations: Clenching, tingling, restlessness, numbness, shaking
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What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

Legs / Feet
Common sensations: Restlessness, weakness, urge to run, heaviness, jitters

What do you notice in this area right now? (Tension, pain, numbness, warmth, nothing?)

What emotion might this sensation be connected to?

What message might your body be trying to send you?

YOUR EXERCISE

Expressive Writing Practice
15-20 Minutes of Emotional Processing Through Words

The Research
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Dr. James Pennebaker's research shows that writing about emotional experiences for just 15-20
minutes produces measurable improvements in immune function, mood, and — critically —
decreased substance use. The instructions are simple: write continuously about your deepest
thoughts and feelings. Don't worry about grammar or spelling. No one will read this but you.

Free Write: What I'm Carrying
Set a timer for 15 minutes. Write continuously about whatever emotional weight you are carrying
right now. Don't censor, edit, or judge. Just let it flow.

Begin writing. Don't stop. Don't edit. Just feel and write...

The Emotion I've Been Avoiding
There is an emotion you've been keeping at bay — one that feels too big, too dangerous, or too
painful to look at directly. Write about it. Not around it. Not about it intellectually. INTO it.

Begin writing. Don't stop. Don't edit. Just feel and write...

Letter to My Emotions
Write a letter addressed TO your emotions — as if they were a person you've been ignoring,
silencing, or running from. What do you want to say to them? What might they say back?

Begin writing. Don't stop. Don't edit. Just feel and write...
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PART 5 OF 5 · READING

Emotional Liberation: From Constipation to Free
Flow
Emotional liberation is not the absence of painful emotions. It is the capacity to feel, process, and
express the full range of human emotional experience without running, numbing, suppressing, or
being destroyed by it.

Liberation begins with permission. You must give yourself explicit permission to feel — all of it.
Not just the "acceptable" emotions. All of it. The grief you've been postponing. The rage you've
been swallowing. The terror that wakes you at night. The loneliness you pretend doesn't exist.

Liberation requires safety. You cannot begin to unlock years of emotional suppression in
environments that punish emotional expression. Therapeutic relationships, recovery
communities, and trusted support people provide the containers within which emotional
expression becomes safe enough to risk.

Liberation involves developing specific skills: expanded emotional vocabulary, body awareness,
distress tolerance, healthy expression methods, and self-compassion.

Liberation is a practice, not an event. You practice it daily — in small, consistent acts of emotional
honesty. You check in with yourself. You name it. You express it. You sit with it. These small acts,
repeated daily, gradually restore the emotional flow that suppression has blocked.

Reflection Questions
1. Do you give yourself permission to feel the full range of your emotions? What emotions are still
"forbidden" to you?

2. Where are the safe spaces in your life where you can express emotion without judgment? If
there are none, what steps can you take to create them?

3. Which emotional skills do you most need to develop — vocabulary, body awareness, distress
tolerance, expression methods, or self-compassion?
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4. Describe a recent small act of emotional honesty. What happened when you expressed a
feeling you would normally suppress?

5. Write a personal declaration of emotional permission — a statement that gives you the right to
feel, express, and process your emotions.

CHECK YOURSELF · CHECK-IN 5 OF 5

Healthy Expression Capacity
Scale: 1 = Not at all · 2 = A little · 3 = Somewhat · 4 = Quite a bit · 5 = Very much

1. I have at least one safe person I can share my genuine feelings with
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

2. I have healthy outlets for processing emotions (journaling, art, movement, talking)
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

3. I can experience a painful emotion without needing to immediately fix, escape, or numb it
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

4. I can express anger without aggression and sadness without shame
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

5. I practice regular self-care activities that support emotional wellbeing
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

6. I can recognize when I am suppressing and make a conscious choice to feel instead
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

7. I have grown in my ability to express emotions since entering recovery
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

8. I believe emotional expression is a strength, not a weakness
○ 1 ○ 2 ○ 3 ○ 4 ○ 5

YOUR EXERCISE

Trigger-Response Planning
Replacing Suppression with Healthy Responses

Emotional Trigger #1
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The Trigger: What situation, person, or experience triggers a strong emotional response?

The Emotion That Arises: Name it precisely (use the emotion wheel)

Where You Feel It: What physical sensations accompany this emotion?

Your OLD Response: How did you typically handle this? (suppress, use, explode, shut down,
isolate)

Your NEW Response: What will you do instead? (Be specific — name the action, not just the
intention)

Who Can Help: Who will you reach out to? What will you say?

Emotional Trigger #2
The Trigger: What situation, person, or experience triggers a strong emotional response?
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The Emotion That Arises: Name it precisely (use the emotion wheel)

Where You Feel It: What physical sensations accompany this emotion?

Your OLD Response: How did you typically handle this? (suppress, use, explode, shut down,
isolate)

Your NEW Response: What will you do instead? (Be specific — name the action, not just the
intention)

Who Can Help: Who will you reach out to? What will you say?

Emotional Trigger #3
The Trigger: What situation, person, or experience triggers a strong emotional response?

The Emotion That Arises: Name it precisely (use the emotion wheel)
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Where You Feel It: What physical sensations accompany this emotion?

Your OLD Response: How did you typically handle this? (suppress, use, explode, shut down,
isolate)

Your NEW Response: What will you do instead? (Be specific — name the action, not just the
intention)

Who Can Help: Who will you reach out to? What will you say?

Emotional Trigger #4
The Trigger: What situation, person, or experience triggers a strong emotional response?

The Emotion That Arises: Name it precisely (use the emotion wheel)

Where You Feel It: What physical sensations accompany this emotion?
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Your OLD Response: How did you typically handle this? (suppress, use, explode, shut down,
isolate)

Your NEW Response: What will you do instead? (Be specific — name the action, not just the
intention)

Who Can Help: Who will you reach out to? What will you say?

Emotional Trigger #5
The Trigger: What situation, person, or experience triggers a strong emotional response?

The Emotion That Arises: Name it precisely (use the emotion wheel)

Where You Feel It: What physical sensations accompany this emotion?
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Your OLD Response: How did you typically handle this? (suppress, use, explode, shut down,
isolate)

Your NEW Response: What will you do instead? (Be specific — name the action, not just the
intention)

Who Can Help: Who will you reach out to? What will you say?

YOUR EXERCISE

Emotional Self-Care Toolkit
Your Personalized Menu for Emotional Health

Build Your Toolkit

Select the tools that resonate with you. Different emotions may need different tools. The goal is
to have a diverse menu of healthy emotional outlets so that when the pressure builds, you have
options other than suppression or substances.

Talking & Sharing
○ Call sponsor ○ Talk to therapist ○ Honest conversation with trusted person ○ Recovery phone list
call ○ Video call with supportive friend

Add your own tools for this category:

Writing & Reflection
○ Journal for 15 minutes ○ Write an unsent letter ○ Gratitude list ○ Emotion naming exercise ○
Step work writing ○ Stream of consciousness writing
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Add your own tools for this category:

Movement & Physical
○ Walk or run ○ Yoga or stretching ○ Dance to music ○ Punch a pillow ○ Clean the house ○ Sports
or exercise ○ Cold water on face

Add your own tools for this category:

Creative Expression
○ Draw or paint ○ Play music ○ Sing loudly ○ Write poetry ○ Cook a meal ○ Build something ○
Photography

Add your own tools for this category:

Calming & Grounding
○ Deep breathing (4-7-8) ○ Body scan meditation ○ 5-4-3-2-1 grounding ○ Progressive muscle
relaxation ○ Hot bath or shower ○ Nature walk

Add your own tools for this category:

Connection & Service
○ Attend a meeting ○ Help someone else ○ Volunteer ○ Play with pets ○ Hug someone ○ Be of
service ○ Community involvement
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Add your own tools for this category:

My Emotional Self-Care Commitment
1. Based on the tools you selected, what is your daily emotional self-care routine? (Include at
least one item from three different categories)

2. What will you do at the first sign of emotional backup — the moment you notice you are
starting to stuff? Name your immediate go-to tool.

3. Who will be your emotional accountability partner — the person you will tell about this toolkit
and who will check in with you?

4. When will you review and update this toolkit? (Suggestion: monthly, or whenever you notice
the old patterns returning)


