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Beyond “Good” or “Bad”: Rethinking 
How We Classify Emotions 

Introduction: Human emotions are often sorted into simple categories of positive or 
negative. We’re taught to chase “good” feelings like happiness and avoid “bad” ones like 
anger or sadness. Even in everyday conversation, we tend to oversimplify. When 
someone asks, “How are you?”, we reflexively answer with broad labels – “good”, “fine”, or 
“not great” – glossing over the true complexity of our feelings. Traditional models of 
emotion classification reinforce this binary: they slot our experiences into pro/con 
columns or pinpoint them on a pleasant–unpleasant scale. While convenient, these 
models oversimplify human experience and can inadvertently encourage us to 
suppress or mislabel what we feel. Recent insights from psychology and neuroscience 
suggest a need for a more nuanced approach. In this article, we critique the limits of 
binary emotion models and explore JOYELY’s framework – a new dimensional model 
centered on safety, presence, and joy – as a richer way to understand and express 
emotions. We’ll also examine how the language we use shapes emotional processing, 
the pitfalls of black-and-white thinking about feelings, and scientific evidence that 
embracing emotional nuance leads to healthier outcomes. 

The Language of Emotion: How Words Shape Our 
Feelings 

Language is the lens through which we interpret our emotions. Yet in everyday 
interactions, we default to simplistic terms that hardly capture what’s going on inside. 
Consider the common scenario of feeling something “off” – that vague discomfort we 
can’t immediately name. Often we just say “I’m upset” or “I feel bad”, leaving it at that. 
Research in psychology has shown that this habit of using broad strokes to describe our 
inner life can actually hamper emotional processing (psychologytoday.com). When we 
label everything as simply good or bad, we lose the opportunity to understand the 
subtleties of our experience. In contrast, finding more precise labels for emotions can 
significantly improve how we cope with them. Studies on emotional granularity – the 
ability to differentiate and name emotions with fine detail – reveal that people who 
practice it enjoy better emotional well-being (psychologytoday.com). In fact, a review of 
research found that individuals who could pinpoint feelings like angry, disappointed, sad, 
or ashamed (instead of just saying “upset”) during distress were less likely to resort to 
harmful coping behaviors (such as binge drinking or self-harm) (psychologytoday.com). 
By articulating exact emotions, they navigated their pain more effectively than those 
using only vague terms like “bad” or “upset” (psychologytoday.com). Over time, having a 
nuanced emotional vocabulary is linked to fewer and less severe episodes of anxiety or 
depression (psychologytoday.com), highlighting how language can shape emotional 
self-regulation. 

Why does putting feelings into words help so much? One reason is that naming an 
emotion forces us to pay attention to what we’re actually feeling and why. This boosts 
self-awareness and guides us toward appropriate responses. Neuroscience research 
even shows that affect labeling (simply naming what we feel) has direct calming effects  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=We%27ve%20all%20felt%20it%20%E2%80%94the,upset
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on the brain. In an fMRI study, psychologist Matthew Lieberman and colleagues 
discovered that when people labeled their negative emotions, activity in the brain’s fear 
center dropped, indicating a reduction in distress (psychologytoday.com). In essence, 
describing an emotion engages our thinking brain and tamps down the automatic stress 
response. Conversely, if our language for emotions is limited to “good” or “bad,” we miss 
these benefits. We might ignore important signals (e.g. calling something just “bad” when 
it could be fear alerting us to danger or sadness signaling a loss that needs 
acknowledgment). Moreover, everyday phrases like “Cheer up” or “Stay positive” can 
discourage us from truly expressing feelings that don’t fit the “good” category. In 
summary, the words we choose for our emotions profoundly influence how we process 
them. Expanding our emotional vocabulary beyond binary labels allows for greater self-
understanding and healthier ways to handle life’s ups and downs 
(psychologytoday.com). 

Valence and Intensity: Limits of Traditional Emotion 
Models 

For decades, psychologists have tried to map out the landscape of human emotions. 
Two popular models – Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions and the Yale Mood Meter – have 
helped people identify their feelings, yet both rely on simplified dimensions that don’t 
tell the whole story. They focus on an emotion’s valence (positive vs. negative quality) 
and sometimes its intensity, but largely ignore the context and nuance that give each 
emotion its meaning. 

Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions visualizes eight basic emotions and their varying intensities. 
Emotions are arranged as opposite pairs (e.g. joy vs. sadness, trust vs. disgust), effectively 
categorizing them into positive or negative camps. 

Plutchik’s Wheel, developed by psychologist Robert Plutchik in 1980, proposes that 
there are eight primary emotions forming the core of all others: joy, sadness, trust 
(acceptance), disgust, fear, anger, surprise, and anticipation. In Plutchik’s schema, these 
are depicted in a color wheel with each emotion having polar opposite counterparts – 
for example, joy is opposite to sadness, and anger is opposite to fear (researchgate.net). 
This means the model inherently casts one of each pair as positive (or desirable) and the 
other as negative. Emotions also appear in layers to denote intensity; for instance, anger 
can range from annoyance (milder) to rage (intense), shown as different shades on the 
wheel. Plutchik’s Wheel has been a useful tool for teaching emotional awareness, but its 
structure reflects a valence-centered view: four pairs of emotions are oppositely 
valenced (researchgate.net), implying a tug-of-war between positive and negative 
feelings. Real human experience isn’t so neatly bipolar. We often feel multiple emotions 
at once (like angry and sad together), or emotions that don’t fit cleanly into “good” or 
“bad” boxes (is surprise positive or negative? It can be either, depending on what caused 
it). Plutchik’s model doesn’t capture such complexities. It also glosses over the fact that 
anger or fear in one situation might not be equivalent to the same emotions in another. For 
example, anger triggered by injustice has a different flavor (and effect) than anger 
coming from embarrassment, yet on the wheel they’d sit in one category. By focusing on 
fixed categories and intensity, the wheel may oversimplify what our emotions are telling 
us. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=How%20does%20using%20more%20specific,which%20our%20emotions%20are%20made
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=But%20did%20you%20know%20that,Smidt%20%26%20Suva%2C%202015
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/a-Plutchiks-model-of-the-primary-emotions-b-Plutchiks-circumplex-or-wheel-of-the_fig2_323497402#:~:text=state%20of%20mind%20which%20activates,states%2Ffunctions%20are%20acceptance%2Fincorporation%20and
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The Yale Mood Meter, another widely used framework, takes a different visual approach 
but still relies on similar basics. It plots emotions on a two-dimensional grid: one axis 
represents valence (pleasant versus unpleasant feeling) and the other represents 
arousal or intensity (high energy to low energy). The Mood Meter divides our mood into 
four color-coded quadrants: yellow (high-energy, pleasant emotions like excitement or 
joy), green (low-energy, pleasant states like calm or contentment), red (high-energy, 
unpleasant emotions like anger or anxiety), and blue (low-energy, unpleasant states like 
sadness or fatigue). This model, developed by Marc Brackett and colleagues at Yale, 
certainly helps people (especially students, in many school programs) put a name to 
their current state and recognize that emotions vary in activation level as well as 
positivity. However, the simplicity that makes the Mood Meter accessible is also a key 
limitation. Reducing emotions to coordinates of “high/low” and “good/bad” overlooks 
why those feelings arise. Two people could both be in the red quadrant (say, both are 
highly aroused and feeling bad), but one might be angry at a friend while the other is 
frightened by a threat. On the Mood Meter, they appear the same (both red), but the 
appropriate response to each emotion would differ greatly – confronting a friend versus 
seeking safety require different mindsets. What the Mood Meter and similar valence-
arousal models miss is emotional context. As affective scientist Lisa Feldman Barrett 
explains, the meaning of a feeling depends on the situation and our interpretation of it 
(psychologytoday.com). The same racing heart and sweaty palms might be labeled 
“fear” in a dark alley or “attraction” on a romantic date (psychologytoday.com). A simple 
positive/negative scale cannot account for these differences in context. In short, tools 
like Plutchik’s Wheel and the Mood Meter give us a surface-level snapshot of emotion 
(how pleasant and intense it feels), but they flatten the rich landscape of human 
emotional life into just two dimensions. They don’t tell us what our emotions mean in a 
given moment, what needs or values are involved, or how one emotion blends into 
another. This oversimplification can lead us to misunderstand our own feelings – we 
might focus only on the fact that we feel “bad” (negative valence) and ignore the specific 
type of bad feeling and its cause. 

Binary Thinking and the Pitfalls of “Positive vs. Negative” 
Emotions 

Classifying emotions as strictly “positive” or “negative” might seem natural – after all, joy 
feels good and grief feels bad. But this binary, black-or-white thinking about emotions 
can be psychologically harmful in surprising ways. The problem lies not in recognizing 
that some emotions are pleasurable and others are painful, but in the judgment and 
rigidity that come with the labels good vs. bad. When we treat certain feelings as “bad,” 
we often try to avoid, suppress, or deny them at all costs. Over time, this habit can stunt 
our emotional growth and even backfire on our well-being. 

One major consequence of dividing emotions into good or bad camps is the temptation 
to engage in emotional suppression. From a young age many of us get the message 
that if we feel “negative” emotions like anger, sadness, or fear, we should push them 
aside or cover them up. You might tell yourself to “keep it in” or “stay strong and not cry,” 
essentially rejecting the so-called negative feeling. Research shows that this strategy is 
counterproductive. Psychologist James Gross and others have found that forcing 
ourselves not to outwardly express an emotion (like keeping a neutral face while we’re 
internally upset) doesn’t eliminate the inner experience – if anything, it diminishes our 
experience of positive emotions without truly reducing the negative feeling  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=Lisa%20Feldman%20Barrett%20,label%20your%20experience%20as%20fear
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=Lisa%20Feldman%20Barrett%20,label%20your%20experience%20as%20fear
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(therapygroupdc.com). In other words, when you suppress sadness or anger, you also 
end up numbing joy and love. Over time, chronically bottling up “bad” emotions is linked 
to higher stress, less social support, and even physical health issues, as the stress 
hormones and tension find other outlets. Moreover, labeling emotions as negative can 
breed shame and guilt about having them. If I believe I must always be happy, then 
feeling anxious or depressed makes me think something is “wrong” with me – I might 
feel guilty for being sad, or anxious about my anxiety. This secondary layer of judgment 
makes the original emotion even harder to deal with. 

Another pitfall of binary thinking is what psychologists call toxic positivity – the pressure 
to maintain a constantly positive outlook, to the point of denying reality. While optimism 
and positivity have their place, taken to an extreme they become a form of emotional 
invalidation. Mental health experts caution that an obsession with “good vibes only” ends 
up invalidating genuine emotions and suppressing important feelings 
(therapygroupdc.com). For example, telling a grieving person to “look on the bright side” 
or “just stay positive” not only fails to comfort them, it implicitly tells them that their very 
normal, human reaction to loss (sadness) is not acceptable. Over time, toxic positivity 
can create feelings of isolation (“no one wants to hear my problems”) and even self-blame 
(“I shouldn’t feel sad; what’s wrong with me?”) (therapygroupdc.com). By trying to banish 
“negative” emotions, we actually give them more power in the shadows. Unaddressed 
feelings don’t truly disappear; they often resurface as chronic stress or unexplained 
anxiety. There is also a loss of information when we think this way. So-called negative 
emotions carry useful messages – fear can signal danger, anger can signal violation of 
boundaries, sadness honors something we value that’s missing. If we dismiss these 
emotions outright, we miss the chance to learn from them or to respond in a healthy 
manner. In short, rigidly classifying emotions into positive vs. negative boxes creates a 
mindset where half of our emotional life is unwelcome. This all-or-nothing approach 
reduces emotional self-awareness because we stop distinguishing nuances (everything 
“bad” gets lumped together). It also hampers regulation – you can’t effectively cope with 
an emotion that you refuse to acknowledge. Psychological research increasingly 
emphasizes that all emotions have a purpose and that experiencing a diverse range of 
emotions is actually beneficial. For instance, studies on “emodiversity” have found that 
people who feel a broad mix of emotions (positive and negative) tend to have better 
mental and physical health than those who experience only a narrow band of emotions, 
even if that narrow band is mostly “positive” (pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov). In other words, a rich 
emotional life, with its ups and downs, keeps us flexible and resilient. Embracing the full 
spectrum – rather than trying to live in just the “positive” half – is key to genuine 
emotional health. 

JOYELY’s Three-Dimensional Framework: Safety, 
Presence, and Joy 

How can we move beyond binary labels to honor the full complexity of our emotions? 
JOYELY’s framework offers one answer. JOYELY introduces an emotional model that is 
more nuanced and dimensional, centered on three core factors that influence every 
emotional experience: safety, presence, and joy. Instead of placing emotions on a one-
dimensional good–bad scale, JOYELY’s model envisions emotional life in three 
dimensions, where these factors interact to shape how we feel and how we express 
those feelings. It’s a fundamentally different approach that acknowledges the context 
and quality of an emotion, not just its intensity or pleasantness. By incorporating safety,  

https://therapygroupdc.com/therapist-dc-blog/the-impact-of-toxic-positivity-on-mental-well-being-understanding-and-overcoming/#:~:text=Toxic%20positivity%20can%20harm%20mental,ability%20to%20process%20and%20cope
https://therapygroupdc.com/therapist-dc-blog/the-impact-of-toxic-positivity-on-mental-well-being-understanding-and-overcoming/#:~:text=Toxic%20positivity%20can%20harm%20mental,ability%20to%20process%20and%20cope
https://therapygroupdc.com/therapist-dc-blog/the-impact-of-toxic-positivity-on-mental-well-being-understanding-and-overcoming/#:~:text=Toxic%20positivity%20can%20harm%20mental,ability%20to%20process%20and%20cope
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presence, and joy, this framework creates space for all emotions to be felt and 
understood without judgment. 

At its heart, JOYELY’s approach recognizes that emotions don’t occur in a vacuum – they 
arise in response to our sense of security, our state of mind, and our capacity for positive 
feelings. The three dimensions can be described as follows: 

• Safety: This refers to how secure and supported we feel in the moment. 
Emotional safety can mean physical safety (absence of threat) as well as 
psychological safety (feeling accepted and not judged). It’s a foundation for 
healthy emotional expression. When we lack safety, we tend to react with 
defensive emotions (for example, fear or anger as fight-or-flight responses). 
When we feel safe, we are more likely to experience trust, openness, and even 
vulnerable emotions, because we aren’t bracing for danger. 
 
 

• Presence: This dimension captures our level of mindfulness and engagement 
with the here-and-now. Being present means we are fully attentive to our internal 
state and our surroundings, rather than disconnected, distracted, or 
overwhelmed. Low presence might correspond to states of autopilot or 
dissociation, where emotions can hijack us without awareness. High presence 
allows us to witness and name our feelings (even uncomfortable ones) with 
clarity. It is closely tied to emotional awareness and the ability to regulate feelings 
in real time. 
 
 

• Joy: In JOYELY’s model, joy is not just one specific emotion (like the momentary 
joy you feel when something great happens) – it’s considered a core quality of 
well-being that is accessible to us when the conditions are right. Think of joy here 
as a state of uplift, gratitude, or contentment that can permeate our experience. 
Joy emerges naturally when we have sufficient safety and presence. It doesn’t 
mean being giddy all the time; rather, it’s an inner resource of positivity and 
resilience. This dimension acknowledges that positive emotions are an important 
part of the mix, but it treats joy as an outcome of certain conditions (safety and 
presence), not a binary opposite of “negative” emotions. 
 
 

By evaluating emotions along these three axes, JOYELY’s framework allows for a richer 
description of what someone is feeling. Instead of merely saying “I feel bad”, a person 
using this model might assess that they feel emotionally unsafe or threatened (low 
safety), very agitated by thoughts of the past/future (low presence), and thus unable to 
access any sense of joy at the moment. That is a far more informative picture than a 
thumbs-down label on one’s mood. Likewise, even traditionally “positive” emotions 
would be described with more depth: for instance, feeling excited and hopeful about a 
new job might come with high energy and pleasantness, but JOYELY’s lens would also 
consider safety (perhaps you feel secure in this opportunity) and presence (your mind is 
focused on the opportunity, not elsewhere), which together make genuine joy more 
accessible. The goal is not to rate an emotion as good or bad, but to understand why it 
feels the way it does and how to move within the emotional landscape. 
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Notably, JOYELY’s model introduces the idea of stages of emotional experience that 
people can move through, rather than static categories. These stages reflect varying 
levels of safety and presence, which in turn affect access to joy. The JOYELY team has 
identified four progressive stages – Inactive, Awareness, Reflection, and Expansion – 
which range from states of low safety/presence/joy to high safety/presence/joy. 

• In the Inactive stage, one might be in a stress or trauma response (fight, flight, 
freeze, etc.), feeling very unsafe and not present; communication of emotions 
here can be unclear or reactive, and joy is largely out of reach.  

• As one moves to Awareness, there is a bit more stability to start interpreting what 
the emotion is signaling, assessing the reality of the situation.  

• Further along, the Reflection stage involves greater presence and willingness to 
introspect, enabling personal growth and new perspectives on the feeling. 

• Finally, the Expansion stage is where one feels safe and present enough that 
emotional energy flows freely; this is a state of inspiration, connection, and yes, 
authentic joy is readily accessible. 

Importantly, no emotion is “forbidden” in any stage – even in Expansion, you might feel 
what would traditionally be labeled a “negative” emotion (say, determination born from 
righteous anger or grief that connects you to love), but you experience it with high 
awareness and security, which makes it productive and not overwhelming. The idea of 
these stages is to provide directional guidance for emotional processing: if you find 
yourself in a low-safety, low-presence state (Inactive), you might aim to take steps that 
increase your sense of safety or groundedness (presence) so that you can move into a 
healthier zone. In this way, JOYELY’s framework isn’t about fixing or avoiding emotions, 
but about understanding where you are and what you might need. As the JOYELY 
Emotions Map literature explains, it helps you see “what you’re feeling, why it matters, and 
where you might go next – not to fix yourself, but to know yourself and what your options 
are.” This approach treats emotional experiences as dynamic and changeable, rather 
than pigeonholing you as “stuck” in a negative mood. 

A key strength of JOYELY’s dimensional model is that it welcomes all emotions as part 
of the human experience. Joy is not about forcing positivity—it’s about creating a space 
where every emotion is welcome, where people feel safe, present, and supported. This 
philosophy explicitly counters the old binary mindset. Rather than judging certain 
feelings, the focus is on the conditions (safety, presence, and joy) that make it either 
harder or easier to productively experience those feelings. For example, anger in an 
unsafe environment can lead to destructive outcomes, but anger expressed in a safe, 
present way (perhaps channeled through assertive communication) might lead to 
constructive change. By giving people language to describe how safe, present, and joyful 
they feel in a given moment, the JOYELY framework facilitates a deeper conversation 
about emotions. It helps individuals articulate nuances like: “I’m feeling very anxious (low 
safety), and my mind is racing (low presence), so it’s hard to find any comfort (low joy) – I 
might need to step away and breathe.” This is far more actionable and validating than 
simply saying “I feel bad” or slapping a sad face on a mood chart. As Bailey Romatoski, a 
developer of JOYELY’s Joy Intelligence™ tools, noted, this three-dimensional model 
offers “clarity, as opposed to just a positive-to-negative scale,” giving people a new 
language and a kind of “before and after” shift in understanding once they learn the 
framework (linkedin.com). By expanding our emotional vocabulary and concepts, 
JOYELY’s approach can facilitate healing and growth – it encourages us to identify what 
we need (more safety? more grounding in the present? a reconnection with joy?) to 
navigate difficult feelings, rather than labeling ourselves as simply in a “bad mood.” 

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/bailey-romatoski_joy-intelligence-emotions-map-living-joyely-activity-7317678731697836033-S_1n#:~:text=it%E2%80%99s%20already%20beginning%20to%20transform,to%20share%20it%20with%20you
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In practice, such a model can be empowering: it validates whatever we feel, but also 
illuminates a path forward. Over time, using this framework can build emotional 
resilience, because we learn that even intense emotions can be processed and 
transformed when we address our fundamental needs for security and awareness. 
JOYELY’s nuanced approach essentially retrains us to think of emotions not as two 
opposing teams, but as dynamic states within a three-dimensional space we can learn to 
explore. 

The Joy Intelligence Emotions Map (JOYELY’s framework) visualizes emotion in multiple 
layers. It highlights four stages of emotional processing – Inactive, Awareness, Reflection, 
Expansion – which correspond to increasing levels of safety and presence. By mapping over 
80 emotions in this multi-dimensional space, the model shows how joy becomes more 
accessible as one moves toward greater feelings of safety and mindful presence (inner 
rings). 

 

The Science of Nuanced Emotions: Why a Flexible 
Approach Matters 

JOYELY’s three-dimensional framework isn’t just a feel-good idea; it resonates with 
current scientific understanding of how emotions work. Modern emotion research and 
neuroscience support the move away from rigid categories and binary labels toward a  
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more flexible, context-sensitive model. Here are several research-backed insights that 
align with and validate the need for a nuanced approach to emotions: 

• Precise Labels Aid Emotional Regulation: As discussed earlier, the skill of 
emotional granularity – putting specific names to feelings – is linked to better 
coping and mental health. In one review, people who vividly distinguished their 
emotions were less likely to resort to destructive coping mechanisms and even 
experienced fewer symptoms of anxiety or depression (psychologytoday.com). 
The brain appears to benefit from this precision. Neuroimaging studies (e.g. by 
Lieberman et al.) show that when we label an emotion, we reduce activation in 
the amygdala (a region associated with fear and emotional intensity) and increase 
activity in the prefrontal cortex (associated with conscious processing) 
(psychologytoday.com). In essence, naming an emotion can tame the emotion. A 
model like JOYELY’s, which encourages describing the facets of what one feels 
(safety level, presence, etc.), taps into this regulatory power of language, helping 
individuals manage emotions more effectively by understanding them in detail 
rather than feeling overwhelmed by a vague “bad” mood. 
 
 

• Context Shapes Emotional Experience: Research by constructivist emotion 
scientists (such as Lisa Feldman Barrett) has demonstrated that emotions are not 
fixed responses but are constructed by our brain from bodily sensations and 
contextual cues. Barrett famously noted that “your brain’s creation of what your 
bodily sensations mean about what is going on around you” is what we call 
emotion (psychologytoday.com). Experiments have illustrated that the same 
physiological state (e.g. fast heartbeat, sweating) can be experienced as 
completely different emotions depending on context and interpretation 
(psychologytoday.com). A valence-intensity model alone cannot capture this. 
JOYELY’s inclusion of safety and presence directly addresses context: safety 
relates to the external context of threat vs. security, and presence relates to our 
internal context of attention and mindset. By factoring these in, the model aligns 
with neuroscience evidence that an emotion’s effect and label depend on cues 
and meaning. Our personal history and environment heavily influence how we 
categorize a feeling (psychologytoday.com). Traditional models that ignore 
context might mislabel or lump feelings incorrectly, whereas a dimensional 
approach accounts for why the same “anger” might feel very different at home 
versus at work, for instance. 
 
 

• All Emotions Have Adaptive Value: Psychology has increasingly moved toward 
viewing emotions as adaptive responses that carry information. Even unpleasant 
emotions serve purposes – fear protects us from danger, anger can motivate us 
to address injustices, sadness signals loss and elicits social support, and so on. 
Binary “positive/negative” thinking obscures these functions. A flexible model 
supported by research encourages looking at what the emotion is telling us. 
JOYELY’s framework, by not denigrating any emotion, aligns with approaches like 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and emotion-focused therapy, 
which emphasize accepting emotions non-judgmentally and then choosing how 
to act on them. Studies have found that accepting and exploring emotions (rather 
than judging them) leads to better psychological outcomes than avoidance or 
suppression (therapygroupdc.com). By building in acceptance (every emotion is 
welcome) and then focusing on conditions (safety, presence, joy) to process the 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=Emotional%20granularity%20is%20a%20skill%2C,Kashdan%2C%20Barrett%2C%20%26%20McKnight%2C%202015
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=How%20does%20using%20more%20specific,which%20our%20emotions%20are%20made
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=Lisa%20Feldman%20Barrett%20,label%20your%20experience%20as%20fear
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=Lisa%20Feldman%20Barrett%20,label%20your%20experience%20as%20fear
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/finding-the-right-words/202310/calling-emotions-by-name#:~:text=In%20the%20first%20example%2C%20our,dark%20street%20versus%20romantic%20dinner
https://therapygroupdc.com/therapist-dc-blog/the-impact-of-toxic-positivity-on-mental-well-being-understanding-and-overcoming/#:~:text=Toxic%20positivity%20can%20harm%20mental,ability%20to%20process%20and%20cope
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emotion, JOYELY’s approach is reflective of evidence-based therapeutic  
 
principles. 
 
 

• Emotional Diversity is Healthy: As mentioned, research on emodiversity has 
revealed that experiencing a wide range of emotions – across the spectrum, not 
just the “positive” side – correlates with better mental and even physical health 
(pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov). One study in Emotion found that people with higher 
emodiversity had lower inflammation and doctor visits, controlling for mean 
positivity levels. The idea is that a rich emotional life might help us respond 
appropriately to different situations and avoid the pitfalls of over-identifying with 
a single emotional state. JOYELY’s model inherently fosters emotional diversity: 
by expanding the language and conceptual space for emotions, it encourages 
people to recognize subtle differences and multiple dimensions in what they feel. 
This means someone might realize they aren’t just “mad” (anger); they’re 
frustrated, insecure, and exhausted all at once – a complex emotional state that 
the JOYELY map would help parse. Acknowledging these layers can be the first 
step to addressing the real issues (perhaps the person needs rest for exhaustion, 
reassurance for insecurity, and problem-solving for frustration). This nuanced 
understanding is a hallmark of emotional intelligence, which research shows is 
linked to better relationship outcomes, job performance, and well-being. 
 
 

• Neuroscience of Safety and Connection: JOYELY’s emphasis on safety as a core 
dimension finds support in neuroscience as well, particularly in the study of stress 
and the nervous system. When we feel unsafe or under threat, our bodies 
activate the sympathetic “fight or flight” response, which can flood us with fear or 
anger and shut down higher reasoning. On the other hand, when we feel safe, the 
parasympathetic system (often associated with the vagus nerve) promotes calm 
and social engagement. Psychologist Stephen Porges’ Polyvagal Theory 
highlights how feelings of safety are necessary for us to access our social 
engagement system – essentially, our ability to connect, communicate, and 
experience positive emotions. In JOYELY’s terms, safety and presence are 
prerequisites for accessing joy. Techniques that increase a sense of safety (deep 
breathing, supportive social presence, etc.) directly impact our brain and body’s 
capacity to move out of survival emotions into more open, pro-social emotions. 
Presence (mindfulness) similarly has well-documented neural benefits: it 
activates brain regions associated with attention and emotional regulation (like 
the prefrontal cortex and insula). Thus, neuroscience validates that increasing 
safety and presence can physiologically shift us into states where joy and 
connection naturally emerge. JOYELY’s framework implicitly leverages these 
findings – it encourages practices that boost safety and presence (for example, 
the “Chair of Joy” experience involves pausing, breathing, reflecting in a safe 
space), thereby priming the brain for positive emotional experiences. 
 
 

In summary, the call for a more flexible, dimensional approach to emotions is backed 
by a growing body of science. Human emotions are complex constructions influenced 
by language, context, bodily states, and social factors. No single linear scale can capture 
that richness. By expanding our models to include factors like safety, presence, and joy, 
we not only get a clearer picture of emotional life, we also equip ourselves with better 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7544683/#:~:text=study%20pmc,mental%20and%20physical%20health%20outcomes
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tools to navigate it. The evidence is clear that naming our emotions, embracing the full  
 
range of feelings, and understanding the conditions that shape them all contribute to 
better emotional health. JOYELY’s framework is an example of translating these 
scientific insights into practice – offering people a structured yet adaptable map to 
understand themselves. It moves us beyond the outdated “positive vs. negative” mindset 
into a space where we can work with our emotions, not against them, and find growth 
and healing in the process. 

Conclusion: Embracing the Full Spectrum of Emotion 

We are far more emotionally complex than a thumbs-up or thumbs-down can capture. 
By critiquing the old binary labels and simplistic models, we make room for a new 
paradigm that honors that complexity. JOYELY’s safety–presence–joy framework 
exemplifies this shift: it acknowledges that how we feel is influenced by our sense of 
security and awareness, and that joy is something deeper than a momentary smile on a 
mood meter. Adopting a nuanced, dimensional view of emotions can profoundly change 
how we relate to ourselves and others. Instead of asking, “Is this feeling positive or 
negative?”, we begin to ask, “What is this feeling telling me? What do I need to move 
through it?”. This mindset frees us from judging ourselves for feeling a certain way and 
opens the door to genuine emotional intelligence. Ultimately, moving beyond the 
binary is not about complicating our emotional lives – it’s about validating them. 
When every emotion is given space and understood in context, we can finally break the 
cycle of suppression and misunderstanding. We learn the language to articulate our 
inner experiences, we cultivate the presence to sit with them, and we create the safety 
that allows even painful emotions to transform. In doing so, we discover that joy is not 
the absence of “negative” emotions at all; rather, joy is what flourishes when we feel 
safe, authentic, and fully alive in the spectrum of human feeling. By embracing a more 
nuanced model of emotions, we move closer to that ideal – a life where emotional 
expression is not black or white, but a rich canvas of colors that together paint a 
healthier, more wholehearted picture of the human experience. 

References: The insights and findings discussed are supported by research on emotion 
science, including studies on emotional granularity and labeling (psychologytoday.com) 

(psychologytoday.com), critiques of valence-based models (researchgate.net) 
(kintess.org), and evidence for the benefits of emotional diversity and acceptance 
(pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) (therapygroupdc.com). JOYELY’s framework information is drawn 
from JOYELY’s published materials and the Joy Intelligence™ Emotions Map 
documentation (linkedin.com) (joyely.com). These sources collectively point to the value 
of moving beyond binary emotion labels toward a more compassionate and scientifically 
informed understanding of our emotional lives. 
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