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Disney’s Inside Out: Insights on Emotions and Emotional Intelligence 

 

Abstract: The term “emotions” evokes a wide range of responses from different people. Some 

prefer not to think about emotions, while others work through their emotions quietly but 

never discuss it with others, and there are those who embrace their emotions and are quite 

comfortable talking about them. Emotions have always been a delicate subject, sometimes 

considered as a taboo subject, accompanied with a number of social norms associated with it 

across cultures. Some of these social norms encourage people to bottle up their emotions, 

which is unhealthy. 

Disney’s Inside Out, an animation feature film, is a conversation starter on this 

subject and encourages people to talk about their emotions and helps audiences understand 

their emotions better. Moreover, the film shares insights on the need to identify, understand, 

and embrace one’s emotions. The objective of this paper is to analyze the key messages 

communicated in the film to raise awareness on emotions and emotional intelligence (EI). 
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Additionally, the paper also suggests strategies that may be used to develop one's EI. 

 

Keywords: Animation feature film, Digital humanities, Emotional intelligence, Emotions, 

Inside Out, Messages  

 

1. Introduction 

The topic of dealing with one’s emotions has always been a delicate one. To begin with, 

longstanding and undisputed social norms often dictate how men, women, and children are 

expected to behaved, or conveniently mask their true emotions. Stereotypes like “Boys don’t 

cry” and “Ladies don’t raise their voices” are a just a few examples. However, researchers 

have been investigating the role of emotional intelligence (EI) in one's life and it is as 

important as one’s intelligence quotient (IQ). Conversations about emotions and EI have 

started and people are slowly discarding the masks that they have been wearing. 

One of the many consequences of not dealing with one’s emotions, or repressing them, 

results in creating an unhealthy relationship with one’s emotions. Years of neglect or 

repressing one’s emotions may lead to the development of mental health conditions like 

depression. There are millions of people who remain in the dark without receiving help 

because of the stigma attached to mental health and talking about one's emotions. As a result, 

people fail to receive the help they require to get better. 

However, Disney’s Inside Out boldly broaches this subject by explaining the different 

roles of emotions and initiates a conversation on the need to talk about and understand one’s 

emotions. The key messages in the film encourages one to acknowledge one’s feelings, 

accept one’s feelings, value one’s feelings, and develop one's EI. This paper analyzes the key 

messages communicated in the film on understanding one’s emotions and the importance of 

developing EI. 
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II. Film Synopsis 

The protagonist of the film, Riley Andersen, is an 11 year old girl from Minnesota. Her 

mind, referred to as headquarters, is the home to five emotions. Each emotion is represented 

by anthropomorphic characters that include Joy, Anger, Sadness, Fear, and Disgust. The term 

“anthropomorphic” is defined by Merriam Webster dictionary as “described or thought of as 

having human form or human attributes” (Anthropomorphic, n.d.). 

Joy appoints herself as the head of operations at headquarters, situated inside her Riley's 

head, and oversees all operations at the command center. The command center consists of a 

control panel with multiple buttons representing different reactions that correspond to each of 

the five emotions that can be evoked in Riley which would shape in her behaviour and 

interactions with the outside world. Furthermore, each of Riley's experiences are stored as 

memories. Joy understands and recognises the function of each of the emotions but is unable 

to understand Sadness’s role in Riley's life and she tries to keep her as far away from the 

control panel as possible. 

Riley’s parents move to San Francisco and for the first time in her life she feels out of 

place in an unfamiliar environment. However, her mother requests her to remain happy for 

the sake of the family. In the meanwhile, Sadness tries to take over the controls from Joy and 

during the struggle the pair got sucked out from headquarters and are transported to the 

section where long term memories are stored. The other emotions try to take Joy’s place and 

this reflects in Riley’s behaviour as she appears unhappy and aloof. At one point in time the 

situation escalates, Anger takes over the control panel, as a result, and Riley runs away from 

home. 

Slowly, Joy begins to understand Sadness’s role in Riley’s life and finally acknowledges 

that Sadness also plays an important. Joy and Sadness finally return to headquarters and 
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Sadness takes over the control panel. This is reflected in Riley's behaviour as she gets off the 

bus and returns home to her worried parents. Riley begins to cry and confides in her parents 

that she was sad about leaving Minnesota and her parents are empathetic. The film ends on 

the note that Riley is a year older and all the emotions work together and there is enough 

room for all the emotions, the way it is meant to be. 

III. Identifying and Understanding Emotions 

The film Inside Out beautifully narrates a story of how a single life event, seemingly 

ordinary, can become the catalyst for an emotional roller-coaster ride in Riley's life and, in 

turn, affects her worldview and her interactions with others. According to Ekman (2003), 

“Emotions change how we see the world and how we interpret the actions of others. We do 

not seek to challenge why we are feeling a particular emotion; instead, we seek to confirm it” 

(38). 

The film has drawn inspiration from the seven emotions identified by psychologist 

Ekman (2003) that include fear, anger, contempt, happiness, sadness, surprise, and contempt 

(57). The film acquaints audiences with a simplified version of five basic emotions—Joy, 

Anger, Fear, Sadness, and Disgust—that are represented as anthropomorphic characters. 

Anthropomorphic characters are not exactly human characters but they imitate human traits, 

mannerisms, and modes of communication to successfully communicate abstract subjects 

(Wells 203). Anthropomorphism has been used to represent the various emotions in the film.  

Each of the emotions has been assigned certain physical characteristics that help 

differentiate one emotion from the other and make them more relatable. For instance, Joy 

closely resembles a female human with yellow skin, and bright blue hair with an overall 

sunny disposition. Joy’s physical appearance is different when compared to the other 

anthropomorphic characters because most people relate best with Joy while the color yellow 

is associated with hope and positivity.  
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On the other hand, Disgust is also represented as a female character, self-assured, and 

she is completely green. Sadness is represented as an obese, timid, bespectacled female who 

is blue in color, and she is dull and listless. Since Sadness is feeling “blue” or sad all the time 

she has been represented by the color blue. The remaining two emotions are both male. 

Anger is short, stout, and an individual who takes fairness very serious, and is red in color 

that represents anger and danger. While Fear is purple in color and is represented as a tall, 

thin, and weary looking man. 

It is important to note that each of these characters has been visually represented in a 

particular way deliberately. The visual representation of the characters is significant because 

this is how most people view each of these emotions. Moreover, it also reflects the 

uncomfortable relationship that most people have with emotions, particularly with Sadness. 

Additionally, these visual cues also indicate the negative associations that are often attributed 

to certain emotions that are not always accurate as depicted in the film.  

 

IV. Every Emotion is Important  

Ekman (2003) is of the opinion that most emotions today are categorized as either good 

or bad, which is not necessarily accurate (57). Each emotion has a specific purpose and it is 

inaccurate to broadly categorize emotions into negative and positive ones. For instance, the 

assumption that Joy is the most acceptable emotion but it may not be the most appropriate 

emotional response in every situation. Moreover, each emotion plays an important role in 

one’s life. The connection between emotions and EI can be drawn by looking at one’s 

emotional responses during a stressful situation, which is an indicator of one’s EI.  

In the film it is interesting to note that Joy perceives her role as the most important, 

among the five anthropomorphic characters, as her is a shining symbol of positivity. Joy 

believes that she is the most important emotion and this assumption is based on the premise 
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that she was the first emotion to arrive at the command center. However, Sadness joined Joy 

at headquarters within the first 33 seconds after Riley birth and ever since then Joy tried to 

keep Sadness away as far as possible from the command center. The chronology of the arrival 

of each of these anthropomorphic characters at the control center is of significance as well.  

After the arrival of Joy and Sadness, the third emotion to join the command center was 

Fear. According to Joy, she approved of him because he kept Riley safe. Disgust was the next 

emotion, the fourth, to get on board and she cautioned Riley and protected her from harm’s 

way. Last but certainly not the least, fifth emotion, Anger joined headquarters. According to 

Joy, Anger cared most about fairness and fighting for what was right. Joy is viewed as the 

most important and dominant emotion while she recognizes that the other emotions have a 

distinct function but she never really understood Sadness’s role.  

Joy from the beginning was suspicious of Sadness and didn't quite understand her role at 

headquarters. As a result, she always tried to keep her as far away from the control center as 

possible. Joy’s impression of Sadness is reinforced by society as any display or sign of 

Sadness is often frowned upon as it is not considered as an acceptable emotional response in 

most situations. For instance, children are often told that they should not cry because it is a 

sign of weakness. This negative attitude towards Sadness leads to an unhealthy relationship 

with one’s emotions, leaving unresolved emotional issues, which as a result affects one's EI. 

Furthermore, Sadness is the least liked emotion among the emotions at the control 

centers well. Sadness's unpopularity can be attributed to her negativity about life, the world, 

and the future. For this reason, most people tend to distance themselves from Sadness as it is 

often taxing or difficult to handle. Relationship with people like Sadness as they may annoy, 

displease, or become burdensome to their friends and family. However, when one exhibits 

signs of Sadness the people around the person must be empathetic as the person is in need of 

support, not isolation. Furthermore, even though it is difficult to handle one’s or others 
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Sadness it does not diminish the role that Sadness play in one's life and only when one begins 

to embrace Sadness it will help improve one’s EI.  

Another aspect that must be addressed is that when one is unable to identify or process 

emotions then one ends up suppressing, ignoring, or avoiding emotions. Over a period of 

time, this may manifest into a bigger problem as the underlying issues are not addressed. For 

instance, Riley was unable to feel sad and as a result she acted out of character. However, 

when she realised that she was sad and cried and verbalise her feelings to her parents Riley 

was able to reach out for help. Therefore, avoiding negative emotions is not a solution and it 

is essential to acknowledge and understand one’s emotions in order to improve one’s EI.  

 

V. Importance of Emotional Intelligence  

According to Boler & Greene (1999), emotional intelligence can be defined as a focus on 

self-control, the ability to identify one’s own and other's emotions, and to manage the 

emotions of other’s in an effective manner (64). One of the major problems that most people 

encounter is that they are often unable to identify basic emotions. As a result, most people are 

unable to process their feelings and work them out in the best way possible. However, 

learning to identify one’s emotions at an early age and work out one's emotions is an essential 

part of growing up. 

The tussle for power and control between Joy and Sadness throughout the film illustrates 

an important point that each emotion is important and that experiencing one emotion need not 

necessarily discount the other. For instance, experiencing Sadness will not diminish one’s 

overall happiness and it can in fact enrich one’s experience because one is inclined to be 

more grateful and thankful. Therefore, all the five emotions are equally important and one 

may experience complex combinations of each of these emotions as well and acknowledging 

this fact is the first step towards developing EI.  
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One of the major barriers that one faces while on the path of improving one’s EI is to 

instinctively shut down all emotions. For instance, Joy tells the other emotions that Riley’s 

first day must be perfect and that she shouldn’t make a bad impression in her new school. 

However, things don’t go as planned and Riley begins to cry while talking about Minnesota 

when she was introduced to her class. Joy had not expected things to go this way and her first 

reaction in any uncomfortable situation was to take over from the other emotions and make 

Riley feel happy again, which is not always the best solution. 

Another aspect that one must be mindful of is the fact that social norms often dictated 

how one behaved and, at times, one fails to acknowledge one’s true emotions. However, 

experiencing one’s emotions is natural and this is a shared human experience and there is 

nothing to be ashamed or afraid about. Keeping this in mind it is high time that people begin 

to accept this fact. Furthermore, only if one is able to identify and differentiate one emotion 

from the other will one be able to work through them in an effective manner and move on. 

One of the techniques that can be used to enhance EI suggested by noted psychologist 

Ekman (2003) is to become more attentive to one's emotional feelings and practice being 

attentive over a period of time, which will develop into a habit and help one feel more in tune 

with one's emotions and work towards finding and maintaining one's emotional balance (74). 

Ekman (2003) adds that one may not always be able to control or even understand one's 

emotions but it must not stop one from trying to understand them since learning to be 

attentive is a continuous process and this will help one respond to the emotions of other in 

more appropriate manner as well (80). 

The Dalai Lama tells Ekman (2008) that, “… one key method for cultivating this 

awareness is the development of mindfulness” (51). Furthermore, Ekman (2008) adds that in 

order to create an impact one must adopt various approaches to achieve this goal (72). 

Sometimes, it becomes difficult to be objective about one's emotions and, in such cases; it 
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always helps to get an objective view or perspective on things that can give one clarity and 

direction.  

Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) is one such method that helps one become more 

attentive and mindful in the process. According to Ekman (2003), “One of the reasons people 

seek the help of psychotherapists is that they don't want to continue to become emotional 

about some of the things that make them emotional. But none of us wants completely and 

irrevocably to turn off all our emotions” (41). CBT helps one learn to identify emotions and 

work out ways in which one can address these issues talk about them because it empowers, 

helps one understand one's experience, and become kinder to oneself by being less 

judgmental. In the process it is an excellent way to enhance EI.  

One of the many forms of CBT involves talk therapy. Taking about one's emotions is one 

of the best ways to learn about one’s emotions and effectively communicate how one is 

feeling. When one begins to do so, it helps one reach out for help when one is in need of 

additional emotional support. Additionally, it helps reduce the likelihood of the situation from 

spiraling or escalating. It also helps one avoid adopting an unhealthy way to deal with one’s 

emotions as shown in the film where Riley was suppressing her feelings, which is not a 

solution to the problem she is experiencing. 

The title of the film, Inside Out, is very apt because it talks about the emotions that one 

feels inside and how one's emotions are reflected on the outside through one’s actions or 

behavior. The film eloquently, and fairly accurately, describes how an incident or life event 

can set off a chain reaction of emotions within a person, which is a deeply personal 

experience that only one can truly experience and understand. The film helps audiences 

identify some of the basic emotions and effectively demonstrates the importance of EI.  

Furthermore, when one is able to identify and understand one's own emotions then one is 

more inclined to understand others emotions and be more empathetic. At the same time, the 
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film dispels the myth about positive and negative emotions and reinforces the idea that each 

and every emotion has a purpose and is important in its own way. Emotions are natural and it 

is high time that people being to accept this and start talking about their emotions as it is one 

of the best way to develop one's EI. 
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