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WHY IT’S SO DIFFICULT TO ASK FOR WHAT WE 

WANT 
 

PRELIMINARY READING 

Before you dive into this document, please read ‘Needs: What are Needs?’ first, so that you 
understand how the idea of ‘needs’ is being used. 

 

WHAT DO WE NEED? 

WORKING OUT OUR NEEDS 

We so often get worked up about things without fully understanding why. We rarely think in terms 
of ‘I’m feeling frustrated because what I’m really needing is some…. (support, autonomy, fun – or 
whatever is appropriate) 

‘Clear Needs – New Ideas’ is a way of starting an exploration of what needs we want to meet in our 
lives in order to thrive – and it helps us to find possible ways of meeting them. With this approach, 
we become better able to manage our emotions rather than being overwhelmed by them. 

 

WHAT GOES ON IN OUR BRAINS? 

Ideally, we will be aware of our feelings and able to use them productively rather than being at their 
mercy. When we are in this state, we won’t get heated or upset when we encounter difficulties.  

There may be times, though, when we are not so calm. We find ourselves getting frustrated, fearful 
or irritated.  

Sometimes the reasons will be apparent. Other times, we may be less aware. But either way, our 
feelings are telling us that one or more of our needs is/are not being met. When this happens – and 
particularly when it happens frequently over a period of time – we tighten up.  We lose our ability to 
think creatively about how we can meet our needs.  

When our minds are working like this, we are less likely to be able to stop and ask ourselves ‘what 
needs of mine are not being met right now?’   

And without that awareness, we’re not able to regulate our emotional state. 

The following sections offer you non-technical ways of explaining how our emotions and self-
regulation interact. Some of the people you work with might find one or other explanation helpful. 

 

UPSTAIRS, DOWNSTAIRS 

We’re not talking about the television series here.  



Clear Needs – New Ideas: Why it’s difficult to ask  Page 2 of 4 

An eminent psychiatrist, Iain McGilchrist, uses the phrase ‘upstairs and downstairs’ to identify 
different parts of the brain. The ‘upstairs’ brain is the pre-frontal cortex. Broadly speaking, this is the 
part of the brain responsible for thinking, reflecting, perceiving, remembering, planning, making 
decisions and for empathy and self-awareness.  

The ‘downstairs’ brain is the label he puts on the limbic system – the part of the brain that in very 
general terms processes our emotions and assesses threats to our physical and emotional safety. It’s 
the part of the brain that tells us to run, hide, fight or freeze. 

When the two parts of the brain are working well together, the ‘upstairs’ thinking part of the brain 
can process the emotions. You could describe this as being in the green zone: brain ‘traffic’ is flowing 
smoothly. 

When we begin to get upset, frustrated, angry or frightened, it’s a sign that our ‘downstairs’ brain is 
beginning to take over. We lapse instead into polarised thinking: things are either good or bad, right 
or wrong. We are less aware of our options and possible solutions. Think of this as the amber zone.  

When frustration levels rise further, we’re into the red zone. And when we’re here, we’ve lost the 
connection between the ‘upstairs’ and ‘downstairs’ parts of the brain. We can no longer regulate our 
thinking and behaviour. We might start fighting – and get into angry arguments. Or else we run away 
from the problem, trying to avoid it altogether.  

Or we may just freeze. We get stuck and can’t see a way out. 

And then there will be times when for various reasons, our brains seem to shut down. We can’t 
respond to anything.  

The signs that our ‘downstairs brain’ is beginning to take over might be that: 

 our heart rate is speeding up 

 our voice is getting louder and more insistent 

 we just want to run away 

 we realise that we can no longer think straight. 
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FLIPPING THE LID 

Clinical psychiatrist Dan Siegel has a simple ‘hand’ model that many people find helpful. 

Try this:  

Imagine that your thumb represents the ‘downstairs’ brain and your fingers represent the ‘upstairs’ 
brain. 

Fold your thumb across the palm of your hand. Fold your fingers down over your thumb. This is the 
equivalent of the ‘green zone’ where emotions and thinking are connected and working together.  

Now raise your fingers slightly, so that they stick out at right angles to your palm. This represents the 
amber zone, where the connection between emotions and thought is loosening. 

If you raise your fingers straight up, you will have ‘flipped your lid’. This represents the disconnection 
between thinking and emotions.  

If you’d like to watch Dan Siegel explaining this in a more detailed and entertaining way, you’ll find 
him on YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G0T_2NNoC68  

      

 

FIZZY WATER 

Yet another way to represent how our emotions can take over is to imagine shaking up a bottle of 
fizzy water.  

If the bottle is full or almost full, its contents will bubble up and create pressure. If you unscrew the 
lid, the water will overflow. 

If there is less water in the bottle, then shaking it up will still make the water bubble up but there will 
be room in the bottle to contain it. 

A similar thing happens to our emotions. If we are full of pent up frustrations, shaking us up by 
adding yet more will be the last straw. Our feelings will pour out, often in uncontrollable ways. 

If, however, we have more experience of getting our needs met, we will have the capacity to cope 
with additional stressors without being overwhelmed by them. 

 

  

HOW IT HELPS TO UNDERSTAND THIS 

APPLICATION TO SERVICE PROVIDERS AND USERS 

Just like all of us, service users may vent their pent-up frustrations in ways that can be hard to 
understand. The trigger might seem innocuous. But what is not visible is the history of frustration – 
the equivalent of the fizzy water filling the bottle – that leaves no spare capacity for coping when the 
next stressor comes along. 

In the moment that the frustrations erupt, it can be difficult to know what to do.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G0T_2NNoC68
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Experienced carers may be able to access certain calming strategies that provide temporary relief. 
(Sometimes, though, you might find people who are just ‘out of it’. They may be in shock, in a state 
of overwhelm, despair or depression. When this happens, they need to be coaxed back into feeling 
again. Breath work or massage might help.) 

But although individuals might calm down, the unmet needs behind their outburst remain – and are 
crying out for attention. 

A conversation in which you offer them one or other of the models above can be a useful 
introduction to working through the ‘Clear needs – New Ideas’ resource.  

By exploring needs, met and unmet, and taking action, individuals will develop strategies that serve 
them well. When this happens, they will be less likely to experience the gradual build-up of 
frustration that ultimately can result in them ‘flipping their lid’.   

 


