Content adapted from: The Mindful Way through Depression:  Freeing yourself from chronic unhappiness

When we stop trying to force pleasant feelings,

They are freer to emerge on their own.

When we stop trying to resist unpleasant feelings,

We may find that they can drift away by themselves.

When we stop trying to make something happen,

A whole world of fresh and unanticipated 

Experiences may become accessible to us.

WHY WE TUNE OUT

We make an enemy of our emotions if we’ve experienced painful moods and feelings in the past.  We react to our own unhappiness as if it were a threat, and when we do so, the brain’s avoidance system is triggered.  
When the avoidance system is triggered the mind is driven to avoid even its own productions (positive/approach and negative/avoid) by walling them off, suppressing them, numbing out, or, in one way or another, pretending that they are not around even when they are.  The effect is not only to disconnect us from negative or uncomfortable feelings and body sensations, but possibly to mute our ability to feel anything, positive or negative.  We handicap ourselves in dealing effectively with unhappiness and reinforce the sense that, somehow, we are out of touch with the full experience of being alive but don’t know exactly why.

This attempt to avoid our own emotions, our thoughts, our feelings and our body sensations is called experiential avoidance. Not surprisingly, it can become a habit.

But pretending some feeling isn’t actually here is like hearing a strange noise from your car engine while driving along the freeway and dealing with it by turning up the volume on the car radio.  It works pretty well to blank out the noise, but is not too effective in preventing the engine from seizing up ten miles down the road.  

Addiction, along with many forms of emotional disturbance, is often the result of unhealthy efforts to escape and avoid emotions – that is, the result of experiential avoidance.
Unless we are aware of them, unpleasant feelings will directly and indirectly influence our attitudes and judgments in ways that only perpetuate our addictions and our-unhappiness…  Unless we are aware! 

It will be invaluable if we can remind ourselves, again and again, of a simple but powerful truth:  Intentionally holding something in awareness is already an affirmation that it can be faced, named, and worked with.  In fact, it is also an immediate embodiment of facing it, naming it and working with it.
Bringing a gentle openness and interest to something troublesome is, in itself, an enormously important part of self acceptance and will support our efforts to stay with our experience instead of making it worse or turning away from it.

WHEN PLEASANT FEELINGS CAN LEAD TO RELAPSE
If an experience registers as pleasant, the chain of reactions will tend to go in one direction, at the end of which we may become aware of wanting to prolong (or enhance) the experience.

Bringing awareness to the sense of wanting to prolong or enhance positive emotional states, and their influence over our mind, enables us to respond to them in ways that do not evoke or perpetuate cravings and make spiraling into addictive behaviors less likely.

WHEN UNPLEASANT FEELINGS CAN LEAD TO RELAPSE
If an experience registers as unpleasant, the chain of reactions will cascade in another direction, at the end of which we may become aware of wanting it to go away or to escape from it.

Unpleasantness is common to and underneath all negative emotions.  It is the “early warning system” for all afflictive emotions.  Bringing unpleasant experiences into awareness weakens their influence over our mind and enables us to respond to them in ways that do not evoke or perpetuate aversion (avoidance) and make spiraling into relapse (or some other negative state) less likely.

USING THE BODY TO RECOGNIZE EARLY WARNING SIGNS
Thoughts that are pleasant and/or unpleasant are manifested as sensations in the body.
Can we be aware of feelings of unpleasantness or pleasantness and their immediate manifestation as sensations in the body moment by moment?

It is helpful to know that the most easily recognized expressions of aversion (wanting to avoid/escape/ignore/deny) in the body are feelings of contraction in the shoulders or lower back, a tightening of the forehead, a clenching of the jaw, and a tightening of the belly.  We have these fight-or-flight reactions whether we’re trying to escape from a tiger or from our own feelings.  

As we practice mindfulness more, we naturally become more familiar with the feelings expressed not only in particular regions of the body, but also in a sense of the body as a whole, held in awareness.  
APPROACHING AND AVIODING
The brain’s approach system moves us toward something we welcome.

· The approach system embodies qualities of interest, curiosity, warmth and goodwill.

The brain’s avoidance system moves us away from something we perceive as negative.

· The avoidance system can narrow the focus of our lives, even when triggered by a purely symbolic threat or just the idea of a threat.  This leads to experiential avoidance - which is an attempt to avoid our own emotions, our thoughts, our feelings and our body sensations.  This is why we TUNE OUT.
