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11 new ways to use Mixed Emotions  

by Petra Martin 

 

When I created Mixed Emotions, I intended it to be a 

versatile and universal tool. I wanted it to be equally 

at home in church youth groups and prisons, and I 

imagined it being used by professionals and 

ƭŀȅǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƛƪŜΦ ²Ƙŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ the many 

ways in which it could be used. More and more uses 

for the cards are emergingτnone of which are 

included in the instruction booklet that that comes 

with the deck. Following are some ideas from people 

who use Mixed Emotions in their work. 

1. Inspiring student journal writers  

Officially, Charlene Suzuki is a άsocial workerέ at an 

alternative high school in Langley, Washington, but 

she ǇǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ άƛnner beauty sǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘέ ƎƛǾŜƴ 

to her by students. She asks them to choose a card 

at random, and then encourages them to use it as a 

springboard for journal-writing.  

2. Facilitating communication  

when speech is impossible  

When Chaplain Ray Kellerher was visiting a stroke 

victim, he recognized her great frustration in not 

being able to express her thoughts. He found that 

the patient was able to ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ άȅŜǎέ ŀƴŘ άƴƻέ ŀƴŘ 

to pick a Mixed Emotions card. Based on the cards 

she chose, he posed questions to her, and she was 

ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ άǘŜƭƭέ ƘƛƳ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ. άLǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ 

profound experience and brought Mary comfort and 

calmΣέ ǎŀȅǎ Chaplain Ray. άWe were really able to 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŜΦέ 

 

3. Helping children develop  

emotional literacy  

Katki Malloy, a school counselor ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ 

Bay Area, finds that the illustrations on each card tell 

a story that draws children in. The children relate the 

story to their own personal lives, and then learn to 

attach words to the feelings depicted on the cards. 

άLƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨL ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘΩ ƻǊ ΨMy 

ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘ ǎǳŎƪŜŘΣΩ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΣέ ǎŀȅǎ YŀǘƪƛΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ 

that feelings are okay to have, and that ƛǘΩǎ OK to 

ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜΦέ 

4.  Meditating on behalf of others  

Tonglen, as described by Pema Chödrön, is 

meditation that you do on behalf of someone else. It 

entails άōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴέ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

άōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ 

relief. Use Mixed Emotions to identify both what to 

breathe in and what to breathe out. For example, a 

chiƭŘΩǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ Ƴŀȅ ƳŀƪŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ feel frustrated and 

ǇƻǿŜǊƭŜǎǎΦ ά.ǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴέ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ 

άōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ƭƻǾŜΣ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŀŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ 

the adult feel empowered. However, it can also 

bring up negative personal feelings. At this point, the 

adult can shift the focus of the Tonglen meditation 

and do it on behalf of him- or herself and for those 

who are in the same situation.  
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5. Encouraging audience participation  

Motivational speaker Joe Tye, of Solon, Iowa, hands 

each of his audience members a Mixed Emotions 

card at the beginning of his presentations. He 

describes a hypothetical situation. Then he asks 

people who have a card that represents how theyΩd 

feel in that situation to stand. Audiences are often 

surprised to find how many emotionsτand how 

many conflicting emotionsτthey can feel at the 

same time. άThe Mixed Emotions cards provide me 

with a range of options for pulling my audience into 

ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎΣέ ǎŀȅǎ WƻŜΦ 

6. Zeroing in on feelings  

For some people, 60 cards can be way too many to 

choose from (most people are surprised that there 

are that many emotions). Kelly Wisnefske is equine 

services manager and lead job trainer at Rawhide 

Inc., which serves at-risk teen boys in New London, 

Wisconsin. Based on what she knows of a ōƻȅΩǎ case, 

and by employing her own empathetic skills, she 

sometimes picks out specific emotions and narrows 

the selection before a session ά¢ƘŜƴΣ during the 

session, if the boy has a hard time describing or 

identifying his feelings, I have him point to or pick 

the card that seems to fitΣέ ǎŀȅǎ YŜƭƭȅΦ 

7. Working with groups ɂparticularly 

those centering around grief  

Rex Allen encourages people in groups to pick a 

Mixed Emotions image that speaks to them, cover 

the words and walk around the group showing the 

image to the others. άI ask the members of the 

group who are encountering the card to look at it as 

if they were in an art galleryΣέ ǎŀȅǎ wŜȄΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ grief 

support services supervisor at Providence Hospice in 

Seattle. He asks them how they responded to the 

image, where their response sits in their body, and 

how it speaks to their heart. Then he asks the person 

who originally chose the card what drew him or her 

to it, and how the image impacts him or her. άOnly 

then do I have them identify the words on the card 

and whether or not ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ Ψin syncΩ with their 

own responseΣέ ǎŀȅǎ wŜȄ. άSometimes they are, 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘΦέ  

In her groups, Kathleen Albin encourages members 

to choose a card, then go around the circle and talk 

about how the card they chose represents what 

ǘƘŜȅΩre feeling. άLǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎΣέ ǎŀȅǎ 

Kathy, who is grief support services supervisor at 

Stevens Hospital in Edmonds, ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΦ ά!nd 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǇƛŎƪ ǘƘŜ ΨsadΩ cards.έ 

A bereavement counselor in Tacoma, Washington, 

Jacqueline Farrell uses Mixed Emotions in grief 

support groups by laying cards face down and having 

people choose a card at random. She asks them to 

describe what they see and feel and how they relate 

to the eƳƻǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘΦ άLǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

ƛǎ ƴƻ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘǊŀǿΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ ά!ƴŘ 

ƛǘ ƻǇŜƴǎ ǳǇ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΦέ 

8. Helping disabled students keep their 

personal and work lives separate  

Lisa Bartsch is a school-to-career counselor at 

GoodwilƭΩǎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ /ŀǊŜŜǊ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ in San 

Jose, California. She works with mentally and 

physically disabled studentsΦ άOne of the difficulties 

our students face is properly handling their emotions 

in the workplace,έ ǎŀȅǎ [ƛǎŀΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƛƳŜ 

keeping their personal and work life separate. To 

properly handle their emotions, they need to be able 

to identify and contain their feelings, and that is 

where the cards are helpfulΦέ 

Because the students that Lisa works with have 

limited verbal skills, she relies heavily on the card 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ά¢he artwork on the cards makes it 

easier for them to name how they are feeling by 

looking at the picture. We talk a lot with students 

about their futures, and what they want, and we 

have had them choose cards like 'confidence' and 

'peaceful' as goalsτways they want to feel about 

and approach their future.έ 
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[ƛǎŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΣ άWhen students get 'locked up' 

verbally because they feel overwhelmed, choosing 

cards for how they feel helps them to communicate, 

especially when they have a conflict with their work 

situation or co-workers.έ 

9. Getting beyond the blank  

page in art therapy  

άaƛȄŜŘ 9Ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀǎ ŀ 

catalyst for art ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅΣέ says Brian Penrose, a 

psychotherapist intern in two Bay-area school 

districts. άhŦǘŜƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘ 

with no starting stimulus. The vacuum of a starting 

point is sometimes overwhelming or anxiety-

ǇǊƻǾƻƪƛƴƎΦέ  

Brian invites children to go through the deck and 

ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǘƻΦ ά²Ŝ Řƛǎcuss these 

specific cards and unpack some of the content, 

ŜƴŜǊƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǇŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻƴŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ. 

ά¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƳŜǎΣ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƎŜƴǘƭȅ 

emerge, and I offer them some paper and art 

materials to artistically depict what their inner 

experience is at the present moment. The visual 

representations on the cards seem to quickly stir 

their artistic creativities and unconscious, while the 

affective themes always lead to subject matter that 

ƛǎ ǇƻƛƎƴŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎΦέ 

10. Learning  how emotions e volve  

Brian also uses Mixed Emotions to demonstrate how 

ƻƴŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦ άI use the cards to 

help children understand how feelings can slowly 

change and evolve over timeΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ. ά{ǇŀŎƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

the cardsτwith a beginning and endτallows 

children to see the emotional journey that parallels a 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǘǊŀǳƳŀΦέ 

 

 

11. 0ÌÁÙÉÎÇ Ȱ%ÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ #ÈÁÒÁÄÅÓȱ 

Rhonda McCloud is a crisis trainer and wraparound 

facilitator who uses Mixed Emotions to help crisis 

counselors connect with their own feelings. It 

improves their active listening skills and helps them 

identify emotions when they work with callers in 

crisis.   

When Rhonda works with children and their parents, 

she lays cards face down on the table and asks them 

to pick one without letting anyone else see it. Then 

they either describe the picture, or tell of an 

experience they had that caused them to feel that 

emotion. ItΩǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƎǳŜǎǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

feeling is. So, for example, if someone drew the 

Embarrassed card, she might describe the picture of 

a woman standing naked in public, trying to hide her 

ƴǳŘƛǘȅΦ hǊ ǎƘŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅΣ ά²ƘŜƴ L ǘƘǊŜǿ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

front counter of a Dairy Queen, I felt                Φέ hǊΣ 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǊŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ L ŦŜƭǘ ǿƘŜƴ                Φέ 

wƘƻƴŘŀ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƻ 

ŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ Ŧǳƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ 


