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3	Elements	of	experience		
	
People	often	believe	that	the	feelings	and	emotions	they	experience	are	determined	
by	 external	 events,	 situations,	 or	 the	 behaviors	 of	 others.	 	 For	 example,	 we	 may	
think	to	ourselves,	“My	husband	made	me	so	mad.”	or	“The	trip	down	south	made	
me	 so	 relaxed.”	 	 The	 assumption	 underlying	 these	 statements	 is	 that	 someone	 or	
something	 other	 than	 ourselves	 was	 directly	 determining	 the	 feeling	 we	
experienced.		
		
We	 come	 to	 these	 conclusions	 automatically	 without	 asking	 ourselves	 if	 this	
assumption	is	true.		However,	if	we	stop	to	analyze	the	process	that	links	an	external	
situation	to	our	emotional	response,	we	will	find	that	there	is	a	step	in	between.		
		
What	really	makes	us	feel	and	respond	the	way	we	do	is	often	not	the	situation	or	
the	words	and	actions	of	others	around	us,	rather	how	we	perceive	that	situation	or	
another	person’s	reactions.		It	is	how	we	perceive	something	or	someone	and	what	
we	think	about	it	that	really	influences	how	we	feel	and	act.		
	
	
Automatic	Thoughts		
	
Just	as	we	are	not	always	conscious	of	the	way	we	walk	or	how	we	drive	a	car,	we	
are	often	not	aware	of	our	thinking.		Some	of	our	thinking	is	habitual	and	we	do	not	
notice	 that	 we	 are	 doing	 it.	 	 Our	 brain	 is	 constantly	 working	 and	 sending	 us	
information,	 like	a	news	anchor	on	CNN.	 	Because	 this	happens	 relatively	 fast,	we	
are	 not	 consciously	 aware	 of	 most	 of	 our	 thoughts.	 	 However,	 our	 automatic	
thoughts	play	an	important	role	in	our	emotional	state	and	how	we	behave.		
	
Automatic	thoughts	can	be	positive,	negative	or	neutral,	for	example:		

• Positive:		I	can	do	this	really	well		
• Negative:		I	will	not	be	able	to	finish	this	
• Neutral:		I	think	I	will	buy	some	bread	later.		

	
	
Emotions		
	
Feelings	 are	 not	 thoughts.	 	 However,	 it	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	 distinguish	 between	
feelings	and	thoughts.		We	are	habituated	to	talk	about	thoughts	and	feelings	as	part	
of	 the	same	experience,	but	 it	 is	more	helpful	 to	separate	them.	 	For	example,	you	
might	hear	someone	say,	“I	think	I	am	anxious,”	when	what	they	are	really	thinking	
is,	“Everyone	will	laugh	at	me.”		
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Feelings	 are	 a	 discrete	 experience,	 and	 are	 not	 problems	 by	 themselves.	 	 They	
perform	 very	 useful	 evolutionary	 functions,	 such	 as	 alerting	 us	 to	 danger.	 	 The	
problem	 occurs	 when	 we	 get	 overwhelmed	 by	 feelings	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 they	
interfere	with	our	functioning	and	healthy	interactions	with	others.		
	
	
Sensations	
	
The	 third	 realm	 of	 experience	 is	 sensations.	 	 Sensations	 include	 everything	 you	
sense,	 see,	 hear,	 touch,	 taste,	 smell,	 and	 your	 body	 sensations.	 	 You	 are	 always	
experiencing	 some	 sensation	 (for	 example,	 tightness	 in	 the	 shoulders,	 warmth	 or	
cold).		These	experiences	can	also	be	positive,	negative	and	neutral.		
	
	
Mindfulness	and	the	Three	Elements	
	
The	 three	 elements	 (thoughts,	 emotions,	 sensations)	 are	 not	 problems	 in	 and	 of	
themselves.	 	 It	 is	 the	 rejecting,	 struggling	 against,	 and	 trying	 to	 hold	 on	 that	 can	
cause	 problems	 in	 interpersonal	 interactions	 with	 loved	 ones,	 including	 our	
children.		
		
With	mindful	awareness	we	can	make	situations	easier	for	ourselves.		We	can	notice	
what	is	really	going	on,	release	judgment,	and	approach	situations	with	compassion,	
understanding,	and	acceptance.		This	is	easier	said	than	done,	but	with	practice	we	
can	cultivate	greater	mindfulness.		Try	to	practice	the	following	steps,	first	in	easier	
situations	and	then	in	more	difficult	ones.		
		

1. Uncover	unhelpful	thoughts:	
Pause	and	ask	yourself	a	number	of	questions	to	uncover	unhelpful	thoughts	
that	are	underlying	an	initial	thought.		When	you	look	at	the	experiences	like	
this	you	are	using	your	awareness.		That	ever-present	internal	witness,	a	part	
of	 you	 that	 is	 not	 identified	 with	 your	 thoughts,	 not	 swept	 away	 by	 your	
feelings	and	is	aware	of	your	sensations	but	not	fused	with	them.		This	part	of	
the	consciousness	is	not	caught	up	in	what	is	happening.			

	
2. See	thoughts	as	creations	of	the	mind:	

Changes	 in	 emotions	 follow	 a	 change	 in	 perspective.	 	 The	 mind	 creates	 a	
story,	a	narrative	to	 fit	 the	 facts	as	we	see	them.	 	We	are	always	explaining	
the	world	to	ourselves,	and	we	act	emotionally	to	these	explanations	rather	
than	to	the	facts.		Notice	the	perspective	that	underlies	your	thoughts.	
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3. Notice	the	stream	of	consciousness	

Just	below	the	surface	of	our	awareness,	we	have	a	rich	interior	world	with	
motivations,	expectations,	interpretations,	and	story	lines.		It	often	takes	the	
form	 of	 a	 running	 commentary.	 	 It	 is	 not	 buried	 somewhere	 deep	 down	
within,	but	we	have	become	so	used	to	its	whispering,	that	we	don’t	notice	its	
existence.	 	 As	we	notice	 the	 stream	of	 consciousness	 in	 our	minds,	we	 can	
understand	what	drives	some	of	our	thoughts.	

	
	
Thoughts	are	not	 facts:	 	Our	mind	is	the	ear	for	our	thoughts.		Relate	to	thoughts	
the	same	way	as	the	ear	relates	to	sounds.	
	


