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Foreword

by Michael Richter, M.D.

Most of us feel bad about ourselves at some point; some of us 
suffer from this chronically.  Our interactions with others can 
often elicit a painful response, a response so visceral that it 
shakes our core. We don’t know where it comes from; our friends 
don’t understand it and we may have even been in therapy with 
no improvement.  It happens again and again. If we are brave we 
deal with it and continue on, knowing it will happen again. Some 
of us withdraw in one way or another. All of us, however, know 
that somewhere, somehow there is a better way. 

Bill Snow was my therapist for two years in the mid 1990s. I 
was depressed, anxious and angry. I had recently completed a 
residency in medicine and pediatrics, had been chief resident of 
the medicine program and joined my dad in his medical practice. 
I had a great girlfriend, good friends, loving family and yet I was 
walking around angry. The first step is always the hardest, 
walking into an office and telling a stranger how you feel inside. 
Bill made it easy. He had immediate warmth, a seeming 
unending knowledge of the human condition and he gave off an 
impression that he’s heard it before, which makes it so much 
easier, to know that you are not alone.

Bill’s methods were unorthodox to say the least. Sessions 
ended naturally, not at a specified time. He talked freely about 
himself and his own struggles in his life. He had a big easel with 
colored markers to explain his theories and how to put them to 



Foreword If It Hurts So Much

-2-

use. Our sessions were so productive and informative I needed at 
least 2 weeks between sessions to try out this new way to 
interact with the world.

“People don’t change” searched on Google has over a billion 
results, many of the sites are in agreement, there are even songs 
to that effect. It’s not easy to fathom, but people can actually 
change. I am living proof. You need two things, a will to change 
and a guide.

“If it hurts so much why do I keep doing it?” is your guide. 
The book is Bill’s legacy. Laid out for you are the theories and 
tools needed to guide you to a more peaceful and more self-
accepting existence. The language is every man’s but you will 
have to change the way you think about yourself and the world. 
With the fortitude to look inside yourself and the will to truly 
change, “If it hurts so much” may be the most important book 
you have ever read.



Learn, compare, collect the facts.
… Ivan Petrovich Pavlov

INTRODUCTION
About the title . . .

If It Hurts So Much
Why Do I Keep Doing It?

These eleven short words capture exactly how we feel when once 
again, we fail to achieve a treasured goal and find ourselves 
“stuck” in bad feelings like anger, depression or anxiety. Such 
feelings often interfere with getting what we want in life—and 
can last for extended periods.

Why do many people keep repeating behaviors that lead to 
negative feelings?

The aim of this book is to help people understand exactly 
how bad feelings arise and discover alternative ways of dealing 
with the troubling events that trigger them.

The observations, insights and concepts in this book are 
based on tens of thousands of hours listening to people talk 
about the things that trouble them. The ideas I present here run 
counter to popular beliefs. My conclusions differ from what 
seems to be “obvious” to most people. Yet they have helped many 
of my clients free themselves from chronic bad feelings and have 
satisfying and productive lives.
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Every man is fully satisfied that there is such 
a thing as truth, or he would not ask any 
question.

… Charles Sanders Peirce

1.  A Misleading Impression
When we respond to the circumstances of the moment by feeling 
bad, the bad feelings are almost invariably accompanied by an 
assumption that the feeling is valid, that it is legitimate. And this 
is usually true. But we tend to take it an unfortunate step further: 
We also believe our response is the only authentic way to 
respond. And, since that response seems the only valid and 
legitimate way to feel, we are confident it is therefore both 
intrinsic and appropriate. 

To make matters worse, whenever those feelings are in 
response to situations we can’t change, we find ourselves stuck. 

Most people believe their emotions, whether good or bad, are 
spontaneous. Because emotions arise so quickly, so automatically 
and so naturally, they seem both inevitable and uniquely 
appropriate to the situation. The fact that emotions feel so 
natural makes them seem to be inescapable consequences of the 
circumstances that give rise to them. That’s why we assume that 
emotions are intrinsic to the events that trigger them. 

In addition, we know people who, given similar 
circumstances, have emotional responses very much like ours. 
(As a result, we often feel a kind of kinship with those 
individuals.) The fact that others often exhibit feelings similar to 
our own seems to confirm the idea that our emotions are natural 
and automatic and that they are precisely appropriate to the 
events that arouse them. 
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However, if feelings were intrinsic to the events, everyone 
would have the same emotional response. But do all people react 
to a specific stimulus in exactly the same way? No, they don’t. 

Think about some moment in your life when you were, say, 
angry. (Someone cutting in front of you in a check-out line, for 
example, or cutting you off in traffic. Or when you agreed to 
meet someone for lunch at a restaurant, and they never showed, 
never called to explain or apologize.) While many people do 
become angry in such circumstances, that is not true of everyone.

Circumstances that make you angry may evoke some other 
reaction in someone else: anxiety, say, or depression—even guilt. 
Yet another person may simply be interested in why it happened. 
And another person, believe it or not, may even be amused. 

When you become angry, then encounter someone with a 
non-angry response to the same situation, that person will very 
likely seem odd, even puzzling, to you. Their non-angry response 
seems peculiar because you believe the situation causes your 
feelings. The seemingly spontaneous nature of your emotional 
reaction leads you to assume there is some direct connection 
between the event and your specific anger. 

One more element seems to support the belief that the 
triggering event causes the response. It is this: The two occur 
together. Repeatedly. So, on the face of it, it does seem that the 
irritating event causes the response. However . . .

A False Belief
If a person’s responses were actually intrinsic to the situation, 
everyone would respond in the same way. Yet they don’t. (You 
may feel that they should. But they don’t.) Since they don’t, it is 
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clear that something else is going on.

What is this something else? How does it influence our 
emotions? And, at a deeper level, what effect does it have on our 
relationships? And how does it impact our sense of self?

This book looks into the nature of this something else. In the 
process—

It explores . . .
• How people generate their feelings.
• Why they generate them.
• What those feelings do for them.
• How to stop being lured into having feelings that prove 

troubling. 
It examines . . .
• How we interact with other people.
• Why difficulties, disputes and disagreements between 

people are common.
• What we can do to make things better. 
It investigates . . .
• The source of one’s self image.
• How we establish our sense of self worth.
• What we can do to improve our sense of who we are. 
Furthermore . . .
• You’ll discover a way to transform your emotional life, so 

that bad feelings seldom or never occur and good feelings 
predominate.

• You’ll learn how to engage with other people in a way 
that results in constructive interaction and promotes 
productive endeavors. 

• You’ll find it offers a different—and very effective—way 
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of establishing and sustaining self respect and self 
confidence. 

• You’ll also gain understanding regarding some very 
puzzling questions . . .

At the time the following questions occurred to me, I saw no 
ready answers. So I tried to ignore them, but I found it 
impossible to do so. In the end, they taught me a great deal 
about human behavior. Much of this book is about what I 
discovered—and how those discoveries can benefit you. Here are 
these questions.

1. Why do some people stay “stuck,” even after years of 
therapy?

Some people engage in behavior that is ineffective, often 
inappropriate, and frequently leads to bad feelings. Moreover, 
they persist in such responses, with the result that bad feelings 
become chronic and dominate their lives. They are indeed 
“stuck.” For many of them, therapy fails to relieve their distress. 
Which raises a practical question: How can they change whatever 
it is that keeps them mired in such behaviors and feelings?

2. Why are a person’s bad feelings so selective and so 
persistent?

Why does a “hot-head” become angry over and over, while 
another is prone to moodiness? Why are “nervous Nellies” 
disposed to anxiety, tending to feel uneasy in a wide variety of 
situations? Why do still others experience guilt repeatedly? Why, 
in a universe that is vast, complex and challenging, do some 
people suffer from recurrent bouts of boredom? In sum, why 
does an individual repeatedly experience one particular 
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“favorite” troubling emotion?

(For that matter, why do some people consistently feel good? 
Why are they almost always cheerful, no matter what is 
happening to them? And why are some people nearly always 
calm and collected, even during crises?)

Some people find that anger arises easily and often—like one 
of those pop-up toys—even though the anger may be causing 
serious problems. They feel anger under the exact same 
circumstances that may lead to anxiety in another person, 
depression in a third. Why?

3. Why is the behavior of an individual so consistent?

We often think or say, “that’s typical,” about the behavior of 
someone we know. Even when faced with a new and different 
situation, an individual will behave in a manner that is distinctly 
characteristic of that person—which means something within 
each person nudges them toward behavior that feels “valid” to 
them and makes them reject other options as “inappropriate.” 
What is that force?

4. Why do so many people develop unrealistic 
expectations?

And hold onto them in spite of clear evidence that the 
expectations are unreliable?

People often expect things that are not realistic, then feel 
disappointed and frustrated when what they expect doesn’t 
happen. Sometimes the sense of expectation goes so far as to 
become a feeling of entitlement. When that occurs, the 
disappointment may feel like an abject betrayal. Even after 
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encountering repeated evidence that an expectation is not being 
met, many individuals continue to hold onto it. Why? Why 
doesn’t such evidence persuade them to revise or drop such 
expectations? 

In short, this book is about what I have found to be 
characteristic of human behavior and how those insights can 
benefit you.
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It is not events themselves that determine 
how we feel, but the way we think on them. 

… Epictetus

2.  What Are Feelings About?
Your emotions are not about the events that trigger them. They 
are not about the people you are responding to. They are not 
about the situations and circumstances you encounter. 

They are about you. 

One of the aims of this book is to explain exactly how and 
why you have the responses you have. If you feel bad about the 
way someone treats you or about some particular circumstance, 
the bad feelings are your way of dealing with the situation. The 
experience provides you with an opportunity to feel the emotion 
that arises, whatever it may be. But let’s be clear about one 
thing: while an experience may trigger a bad feeling, it is not the 
source, or, strictly speaking, the cause of that feeling. 

Examine the following fantasy experience:

Waiting for a Bus
Imagine for a moment that you are on a street somewhere, at a 
bus stop, waiting for a bus. (Set aside whether you would 
actually do this. Go along with the fantasy.) It is nearing 
midnight on a cold, windy December night. It is raining. You 
don’t have a hat or a coat or an umbrella. You have been waiting 
for 25 or 30 minutes. There is no shelter from the elements. 

Got the idea? You are soaked, cold and miserable.

At long last you see your bus approaching. You think 
something like, “At least when I get aboard I’ll be out of the wind 
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and rain. And I’ll be on my way to where I can get into dry 
clothes, get something hot to drink, maybe take a warm bath, 
and be comfortable again.” 

But . . .

The bus doesn’t stop. It rolls by and goes on its way. 

How do you feel? 

Upset? Angry? 

(A large majority of people acknowledge that their response 
would be anger.) 

What would you do? Shout at the bus driver? Throw rocks at 
the bus? Chase the bus? Start to think of wording for a letter of 
complaint to the Transit Authority? These could be ways of 
coping with and managing your anger—at least to a certain 
extent. Unfortunately, they do not relieve the situation. You’re 
still cold, wet and miserable! And, because it is late at night, it 
will be a long wait before the next bus is apt to appear. 

Then, as you watch, suppose that the bus pulls into the 
emergency ramp of a hospital in the next block. Medical 
personnel rush out and take someone off the bus on a stretcher. 

Are you still angry? Or did your anger abate? Or disappear? 
What happened to it? You are still standing in the rain. You are 
still wet and cold and miserable. The bus still passed you by. Your 
circumstances haven’t changed. What is the difference?

The Crucial Thought 
The difference is this:

Initially, when the bus didn’t stop, you viewed the situation as 
unfair. In your view the bus driver should have stopped. You 
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believe you are entitled to have the bus stop. So you believe the 
bus driver did something wrong when he didn’t stop. You think 
of him as irresponsible and reprehensible. A no-goodnik. 

But, when you understand the bus driver was getting a sick 
passenger to a hospital as quickly as possible, your view of him 
changes. Now you realize it was probably appropriate for him to 
pass you by. Once you think of him as behaving in a responsible 
manner, your anger softens. Or even vanishes. At the very least, it 
diminishes significantly. 

So your anger wasn’t caused by the circumstances. Nor by the 
situation. Your anger was caused by what you thought. 

P.S. It always is! 

Let’s stay with the fantasy a bit longer, but back up a bit. 
Forget about the hospital. Suppose the bus simply disappears 
over a hill—and you don’t have a clue as to why it didn’t stop. 
You are left to stew in your anger. And, chances are, the more 
you think about it, the worse you’ll feel.

Alternative Emotions 
Imagine that you stay at the bus stop a little longer. When you 
look around, you realize that other people here are also waiting 
for that bus. You see someone who doesn’t really look angry. 
Instead, the person looks worried. You ask what he (or she) is 
feeling. 

“Anxious,” comes the quick reply. 

If you inquire further about what the person is thinking, you 
may well get a response along the lines of, “I could catch 
pneumonia. People can die from that!” Or, “I may suffer 
hypothermia and lose consciousness.” This individual views 
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circumstances in terms of potential dangers, and responds by 
feeling fearful. 

Another person looks dejected. You ask what he (or she) is 
feeling. 

“Depressed,” is the response. 

“How so?” you ask. 

“I’m so incompetent I don’t even know how to flag down a 
bus!” 

For depressed people, deprivation dominates their thinking. 
They focus on things they don’t have, can’t get, can’t do, or 
qualities they lack. Awareness that they cannot make things go 
the way they want seems to typify their lives. When their analysis 
of events seems to expose evidence along those lines, they feel 
depressed. 

You ask a third person what he (or she) is feeling. 

“Guilty.” 

“Guilty?” you say. “Guilty of what?” You can’t see that they 
did anything wrong. 

The person responds with a reply about his (or her) own 
behavior, such as, “I was rude to a bus driver yesterday. This is 
my punishment.”

Where the person who experiences anger looks at events in a 
way that confirms a belief that “other people are often unfair to 
me,” this person thinks “I’m often unfair to others,” and looks for 
confirming evidence.

The Validity of Our Emotions
In each case, the interpretation of the event, not the event itself, 
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gave rise to each person’s emotional response. In each case, the 
individual’s thought process is plausible; thus, even though the 
resulting emotions vary greatly, each of them is legitimate. 

This is an important point. But what is even more important 
to understand is that one feeling is neither more nor less legitimate 
than another!

Some years ago I had an opportunity to present this bus-
driver scenario to actual bus drivers. To my surprise, a few said 
they would feel good when the bus passed them by. Good?!? 
That’s what they said! When I inquired what they were thinking, 
they told me they thought the bus must have been defective in 
some way, and therefore the bus driver passed them by to protect
them from potential injury. They saw the situation in terms of 
their personal gain and felt good. 

I have also presented the scenario to comedy writers. Most 
said they would be amused. What were they thinking? It varied, 
but they saw the situation in absurd terms. One thought a group 
of umbrella salesmen made so much money in the foul weather 
they simply bought the bus. Another said he’d look around for a 
person with a raincoat and an umbrella he could mug. A third 
thought of the bus driver as rushing to a hot date at the end of 
the line. Yet another found the anecdote an amusing 
confirmation of Murphy’s Law, demonstrating that if something 
can go wrong, it will. Only a few said they would be angry.

Pattern of Connections
In each of these cases, it is how the person evaluates the 
circumstances that determines their emotional response. Many 
people resist this idea. It may come as a surprise. Nonetheless, it 
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is true.

The connections between what we think and what we feel 
are indicated in the following diagram.

How Patterns of Thinking Affect Feelings

Pattern of Thinking
Resulting 
Emotion

Some other person is doing 
something I consider to be unfair 
to me (and I can’t do much of 
anything about it).

—> Anger

Something about the situation 
carries the potential implication 
of a threat to me—and I am 
therefore placed at risk.

—> Anxiety

Something about the situation 
gives me a sense of deprivation—
often it is a sense of 
powerlessness.

—> Depression

Something about the situation 
reminds me of some unfair act of 
mine—and the present event 
reminds me of my failure to 
behave the way I should.

—> Guilt

Something about the situation 
indicates to me that things 
happen and people do things 
that provide a gain for me.

—> Good

Something about the situation 
demonstrates that life is absurd. —> Amusement
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Every natural science involves three things: 
the sequence of phenomena on which the 
science is based; the abstract concepts which 
call these abstract phenomena to mind; and 
the words in which the abstracts are 
expressed.

… Antoine Laurent Lavoisier

3.  The Emotion-Producing 
Sequence 

How Emotional Responses Arise
When we take a close look at any situation that involves an 
emotional response, we can see that the relationships among the 
elements follow a pattern. Initially, there comes a moment in 
time when we feel one of the troubling emotions. For this 
example, let’s use anger. 

The effects of anger include the release of hormones by the 
pituitary and adrenal glands and the kidneys. The adrenal cortex 
releases stored adrenaline, and ACTH from the pituitary 
enhances the adrenal’s ability to generate more. The kidneys 
release rennin, which elevates the blood pressure.

These powerful hormones are deposited directly into the 
bloodstream. Their effects, which are almost immediate, include 
elevated heart rate and a flushed feeling. The body quickly 
becomes ready to fight or run. In the process, the ability to 
engage in reasoned discourse becomes impaired.

Initial Impression
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Despite this drawback, given the circumstances, we feel the 
anger is both appropriate and inevitable. (See diagram.)

The Moment of Awareness

But on Reflection . . . 

As a rule, there is a triggering stimulus. Sometimes, it may just 
be a memory—but usually the stimulus consists of some other 
person’s behavior (even when it is embedded in a memory of a 
troubling event). (See the revised diagram.)

The Initial Explanation

* * *
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Usually these triggering stimuli and the emotional responses 
that follow occur close to one another in time. That closeness 
leads people to mistakenly think of them as cause and effect.

On Further Reflection . . .

Yet, if we examine what it is about the other person’s behavior 
that is upsetting, we find that some expectation of ours has been 
violated. That is, we expected the other person to behave in a 
different way. We expected them to follow certain rules of 
conduct. And they didn’t! This gives us a new diagram. (Take a 
look.)

On Further Examination

Wait, There Is More . . .

This introduces an element into the picture that shifts the 
emphasis from external factors to a subjective factor, internal to 
the person who feels the anger. Furthermore, it is now evident 
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that at some earlier moment in time, the angry person 
established the expectation that has been violated by the other 
person’s behavior.

Think of your expectation in the scenario where you were 
waiting for a bus. You expected the driver to stop the bus and 
allow you to get aboard. (Again, see the next diagram.)

After Thoughtful Reflection

And There Is More Yet . . .

When we take a closer look at the expectation that was violated, 
we can see that the expectation was actually unrealistic from the 
git-go (although the person didn’t know this at the time it was 
established). This new understanding shows that the real cause 
of the emotional response—the culprit of the piece, so to speak—
is the unrealistic expectation of the person who is feeling angry!
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On Further Analysis

Sooner or later, any unrealistic expectation is almost certain 
to be violated. Instead of being angry at the person who does the 
violating, we would do better to examine our expectation and 
revise it. If feeling good is our goal, this is a lot easier, simpler, 
and gets quicker results than being angry. In addition, it can 
serve to free us of future upsets. 

This discussion has focused on anger for two reasons. It is 
easier to see the sequence where anger is aroused. But the 
pattern is characteristic of all our dark emotions: An event is 
followed by a quick (almost—but not quite—instantaneous) 
evaluation in terms of a set of personal values. This evaluation 
leads us to establish expectations—many of them unrealistic—
and then to one or another of the bad feelings.

The Lesson
The way we phrase our expectations can set us up for bad 
feelings. Sooner or later we will experience a situation in which 
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unrealistic expectations are violated. At that point we are 
vulnerable to the turmoil of an emotional tailspin.

There is yet another step we can take that will free us from 
the problems and hazards of feeling bad. That step consists of 
taking complete responsibility for our feelings. We can only do 
that by fully accepting the idea that the significant cause of our 
bad feelings is none other than our own expectations. When we 
do that, we stop placing the burden of blame on others.

At that point, we have two choices: We can become angry 
with ourselves (which many people do) or we can view it as an 
opportunity to become more realistic in our expectations. When 
we succeed in the latter, bad feelings cease to afflict us. Instead 
of feeling angry, we merely feel surprised. Instead of feeling 
anxious, we feel in control. Depression, too, disappears. As does 
guilt.

Instead of wanting to cause others grief in some form, we 
strive to reevaluate our expectations. We work at making them 
more realistic and at forming future expectations in such a way 
that they will be met. (Again, see the diagram.)

On Still Further Analysis
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The Sources of Our Expectations
At this point it becomes important to understand exactly how our 
expectations arise. Where do they come from? And why do we 
place so much faith in them? 

Two types of experience are involved. One is simply the 
accumulation of observations regarding how people behave. If 
our experience tells us, for example, that the people we 
encounter are honest or fair or thoughtful, we are apt to assume 
that being honest or fair or thoughtful is the way all people 
behave. So we would expect everyone to behave accordingly. 
Then, if a person is not honest or fair or caring, we find their 
behavior unsettling. And if it causes us difficulties, we may feel 
upset, confused, dismayed, hurt or angry. 

The second kind of experience underlying our emotions is 
more complex. Evaluation and judgment are involved. Basically, 
as we shall see in the next chapter, each of us builds a set of 
values for the purpose of guiding our own behavior. We do this in 
a search for behavior that is acceptable. (Why we do this and 
what we consider to be acceptable behavior are also explored in 
the next chapter.) We hold ourselves to standards that are 
implicit in our values. 

Unfortunately, all too often we fail to realize that our values 
are personal. The set of values we assemble seems to us to be 
self-evident and therefore universal. That belief allows us to use 
them to assess the behavior of others as well as our own. 

In actuality, each of us goes through the same process of 
developing a personal set of values. However, the experience of 
another person will inevitably be different from mine and from 
yours, so they will accumulate a set of values different from 
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yours and different from mine. More of this will become clear in 
the next chapters as we look at something called the “life 
strategy.”

The Bright Side
The idea that our thinking generates our feelings shows that we 
can exercise control over our emotions. That is, by changing 
what we look for in a situation, we can replace undesirable 
feelings with ones that serve our purposes more effectively. By so 
doing, we can actually orchestrate our emotional lives. We no 
longer need to feel buffeted by the whims of circumstance! And 
we can improve our interpersonal relations as well. 

The ultimate significance of this is that emotions indicate how 
one tends to think. Most people exhibit a “favorite” emotion. That 
emotion is a tattle-tale about one’s habits of thought. Negative 
emotions—anger, depression, anxiety, guilt, boredom, and others
—all interfere with the enjoyment of life. 

If any of these feelings seem to be your chronic companions, 
it is a good idea to determine what kind of thinking you are 
doing. If you repeatedly experience the same distressing emotion, 
it can be important to uncover why you turn to such thoughts so 
often. That knowledge will prove helpful in your search for ways 
to change how you evaluate day-to-day circumstances.
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Facts which at first seem improbable will, on 
explanation, drop the cloak that has hidden 
them and stand forth in simple beauty.

… Galileo Galilei

4.  A Simple Belief
Another surprise about human behavior and human emotions is 
that each of us has a life strategy that influences all—that’s right, 
all—of our behavior. That strategy has a direct impact on our 
thoughts, our emotions, and our actions. Yet, because people are 
unaware of its existence, the influence of that life strategy goes 
unrecognized. 

This requires some explaining.

Viewing the Self
When we look into a mirror, we see an image of ourselves. 
Photographs do the same. They tell us what we look like. So far 
as our physical appearance is concerned, these images are, for 
the most part, quite accurate. Moreover, through the use of 
motion pictures, videotape and digital cinematography, those 
images can be made to appear to move and speak, qualities that 
enhance believability in their accuracy. 

But, as a rule, these images don’t convey much about the 
inner person. A great deal about who we are is not captured by a 
camera or a microphone. Inside each human being, there is a 
“self” that can’t be recorded, although its influence is easily 
recognized by those who know us. It stamps our behavior with 
an indelible consistency, always shaping our reactions, our 
emotions and our outlook. It is a dominant factor in all our 
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decisions. It colors everything we do and everything we say. That 
consistent, readily recognizable, inner self results from having a 
life strategy that we follow rigorously at all times. 

That life strategy is due to a simple belief. Unfortunately, 
there is a deceptive aspect to that belief—and this deception is a 
major ingredient in the factors that cause unhappiness. So it’s 
vital to understand the strategy and find ways to prevent it from 
causing problems.

A Good Idea, But . . . 
Early in life, each of us adopts a strategy that promises we’ll get 
whatever we want, or, at least, stuff that makes life good. (This 
wording is vague because it derives from the thinking of a very 
young child!) At the time we adopt the strategy, we think it is an 
effective way to cope with moment-by-moment, day-by-day 
needs and wants. We believe then—and we continue to rely on 
the idea—that our strategy is the way to ensure that good things 
will happen to us. 

Let’s examine this strategy: What it is. Why we have it. How 
it works. What we can use it for. Why we need to change how we 
use it (together with when and where we use it). And especially: 
how we can fit this strategy into our lives in a way that serves 
our needs rather than one that leads to frustration. 

Examination of that strategy exposes why we feel bad so 
much of the time—and discloses how to feel good instead. It 
considers why our interpersonal relations get all botched up—
and provides ways to make them work the way we’d like them 
to. It explores why we so often fail to achieve major goals—and 
indicates how to change that.
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Big claims? Yes. But not idly made. Many people have been 
able to restructure their lives using the insights inherent in 
understanding the life strategy. You can do the same. The idea 
behind this claim is simple and straightforward: The life strategy 
that people adopt spawns a characteristic behavior that causes 
many difficulties—difficulties a person can learn to avoid. 

Before launching into an explanation of the life-strategy 
concept, it is worthwhile to note that behaving in accordance 
with the dictates of the life strategy feels right. Whatever it calls 
on us to do, wherever it may take us, we derive an inner sense of 
satisfaction from that behavior. That is a major reason why we 
continue to hold onto our life strategy and use it. 

The Life Strategy
When we are very young, each of us makes an important 
decision about who-to-be-to-get-what-we-want. We make that 
decision in order to empower ourselves. Because when other 
people decide everything for us, we often feel frustrated and/or 
unfulfilled. So we eagerly latch onto what seems to be a way to 
gain control over the quality of our lives. 

There is a beautiful simplicity about the decision we make. 
We think of it as a kind of contract with life—a bargain with the 
world.

On one side of the bargain, we commit ourselves to being a 
certain kind of person. We select some positive trait, such as 
being good, or smart, or strong, or some other undeniably 
positive attribute, and make a profound commitment to become 
a person who exhibits that attribute.

In return, we expect to benefit by having things go our way. 
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In practical terms, this results in believing that as long as we live 
up to our end of the bargain, we can expect that life will treat us 
well. That is, we will benefit by receiving rewards that enhance 
the quality of our lives.

This strategy leads us to believe that when other people make 
decisions that affect us, those decisions will be acceptable to us. 
Or even prove beneficial. We believe we will get what we want 
and what we need. (Usually we are not consciously aware of this 
expectation. But it lingers in the background, ready to spring 
forth and engender bad feelings when it is not met.) 

Initially, the “other people” consist of those who take care of 
us, usually our parents. But because we were mere toddlers when 
we made the decision, we looked on all other people as 
providers. So the bargain extended to everyone. The following 
diagram shows the belief we hold.

The Basic, How-to-Make-Life-Better, Life Strategy Belief

My Obligation The World’s 
Obligation

The Result (My 
Payoff)

I will live up to the 
commitment I made 
to be a person with 
a specific positive 
trait (such as being a 
good person).

The world (that is, 
everyone I encounter) 
will make decisions 
that ensure I am 
treated fairly (and 
sometimes with favor).

Good things will 
come my way—as 
a result, my wants 
and needs will be 
satisfied.

At first glance, this idea may seem too simplistic to be likely. The 
assertion about its lifelong impact on our lives may seem 
especially questionable. But there is much evidence supporting 
these claims. 

Why We Make the Decision
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To understand why we make a decision that affects our lives so 
profoundly, consider the circumstances every child faces in day-
to-day experience. 

The development of our brains enables us to make decisions 
quite early in life. We don’t think of them as decisions, we simply 
act on impulse. We see or hear something we want and reach for 
it. We crawl or toddle or walk or run toward it. We want to grasp 
it. We want to look at it. We want to put it in our mouths and 
taste it. We want to shake it and find out if it rattles. We want to 
investigate it and get to know it. 

All these desires, and the actions that follow them, involve 
making plans and putting the plans into action. Although we 
have no concept of what it means to “make a plan,” nonetheless, 
we make them, and act on them. Since we don’t actually think of 
what we do as making plans and decisions, we have no 
awareness we are doing so. Nonetheless, we make decisions—
decisions that involve planning. And whatever actions we take 
are based on these decisions. 

Our Behavior Irritates Others

Sooner or later our behavior causes conflicts between ourselves 
and the grown-ups who take care of us. Sometimes we want to 
do things that are dangerous (such as climb up on unstable 
furniture or other objects), so we must be stopped for our own 
protection. Sometimes we want things our caretakers don’t want 
us to have (such as sweets in a supermarket). Or we want things 
they can’t afford (such as fancy toys). Or we want things they 
don’t have time to allow (such as visits to a zoo or a theme park). 
The result is that there are times when they don’t let us have 
what we want, or let us do what we want. 
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When we press for what we want anyway, despite being told 
not to do so, we get a message that our behavior is unacceptable. 
Often this takes the form of assigning a negative attribute to our 
behavior. Our caretakers may say the behavior is bad—or even 
tell us we are bad. Or they may tell us that our behavior is 
stupid, or that we are being ugly, or that we don’t know the 
import of what we are suggesting, or that we don’t know what 
we’re talking about. Or they use some other negative message 
about our behavior that is aimed at controlling us in a way that 
eases their lives. 

It is not surprising that we feel disappointed and frustrated. 
Such feelings are understandable. In fact, it would be surprising 
if we didn’t feel frustrated because we are thwarted from getting 
what we want. (We may even find that we have such feelings 
often.) 

We Learn to Link Things

Somewhere along the way, there comes a time when we 
recognize that two events or ideas are connected.

Children demonstrate this ability by making statements such 
as, “He fell off the bicycle because he broke his leg.” The child is 
making a valid connection—the fall from the bicycle and the 
broken leg go together. From an adult point of view, the word 
“because” is misused. But the linking that a young child perceives 
is not the same as adult reasoning about causes and their effects. 
For a toddler, the word “because” may merely mean that two 
things are connected.

* * *
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Formal logic—and adult reasoning—make a distinction between 
“because” and “therefore”. But for young children, the 
distinction is blurred.

To the child, several statements have the same import. “The 
tire is flat because it has no air,” is the same as saying, “The tire 
has no air because it is flat.” And both of these are equivalent to 
two other formulations: “The tire is flat, therefore it has no air,” 
and “The tire has no air, therefore it is flat.”

While, to adults, each of these conveys a difference in 
emphasis, for many—perhaps most—young children, all four 
statements mean simply that “flat tire” and “no air” are linked.

The emergence of this ability to link two separate events is 
part of the child’s intellectual growth. With it comes a related 
development—the desire to understand. 

The desire to understand leads children to connect the fact 
that they don’t get what they want with the negative messages 
they receive about themselves. Because the two messages happen 
close together, they become linked in the child’s mind. The result, 
if cast into (adult) language, is something like, “You can’t have 
what you want because you’re _________.” (Fill in the blank with 
some negative attribute, such as “bad,” “stupid,” “ugly,” “not 
funny,” or whatever.)

The statement may accurately reflect what the child has 
experienced. Or it may indicate the child has discovered that 
negative responses occur frequently when he or she crosses some 
mysterious behavioral boundary. In either case, the link is made. 
“You can’t have what you want,” and “You’re _________ (fill in 
some negative attribute),” become connected. 
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Then We Make Inferences

By the age of two-and-a-half to three, we acquire the ability to 
make inferences. This enables us to examine a set of facts and 
come up with new conclusions! 

Keep in mind that we still want things we can’t have. And 
we’ve linked not getting what we want with having a negative 
trait. With our new ability to make inferences, we can now 
convert that linkage into a new connection: 

1. “I don’t measure up . . . I don’t get what I want.”

Becomes . . . 

2. “I’ll measure up . . . I’ll get what I want.”

A very common example involves converting “bad” to “good”:

1. “I’m bad . . . I don’t get what I want.”

Becomes . . .

2. “I’ll be good . . . I’ll get what I want.”

When we make this inference, we believe we have discovered 
how to get whatever we want. The fascinating red box. The 
attractive blue ball. The interesting rattle. Cessation of our 
hunger pangs. Whatever! 

The inference feels right. We are confident we have found a 
way to influence others to allow us to have what we want and to 
do what we want. The appeal is too promising to resist. 

An important note: We believe the new idea reflects the 
nature of the world as accurately as the original observation! In 
reality, however, this is not the case. The connections numbered 
“1” above are usually based on accurate observations about the 
child’s world. The child knows from direct experience that the 
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two elements are actually associated with one another. It makes 
sense to think of them as linked because they have been and are.

But the conclusions the child draws—the connections 
numbered “2”—are another matter. While they seem to the child 
to be accurate representations of the real world, they are actually 
something the child invents. And, although they seem plausible 
and seem to solve all of life’s problems, they are woefully 
misleading. They don’t actually empower us. That is, they don’t 
provide a practical means of influencing others. As for enabling 
us to get what we want, they prove erratic, inconsistent, and 
largely impotent.

Despite these shortcomings, we adopt the inferred statement 
as a life strategy because we feel sure it will work. We are so 
confident of the validity of our new insight that it never occurs to 
us to question it or challenge it. Furthermore, the strategy soon 
becomes a sub rosa belief, becoming part of our subconscious. 
And, although we continue to operate in terms of that strategy, 
we cease to be consciously aware of it.

Unfortunately, by the time we are adults, most of our bad 
feelings and most of our “failures” can be traced to our belief that 
the life strategy is the key to making good things happen!

Formation of the “Life Strategy” 
The ideas behind the concepts discussed here consist of a series 
of simple steps: 

• There comes a time in each of our lives when we want to 
avoid the frustration that results when we don’t get what 
we want. (To put it in general terms, we want more 
control over those elements that affect the quality of life.)
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• We become aware that not getting what we want is linked 
to being told (directly, or by implication) that we exhibit 
some negative trait.

• We infer that if we will exhibit the positive trait that is the 
opposite of the negative one, we’ll get what we want. 

• So, in order to get what we want, we adopt a life strategy 
based on that inference. 

That’s how we get it. Four steps that occur in a thoughtful 
and creative flash. It’s a profound moment—one that sets us on a 
certain life path, and we follow it through thick and thin.

That’s how it begins.

Four Steps Take Us to a Life Strategy

How the Life Strategy Influences Our Behavior
As we put the life strategy to work, we have to cope with the fact 
that much of the time it doesn’t deliver what it seems to promise. 
The sequence goes something like this: 

• The life strategy leads us to adopt behaviors that show 
others that we are living up to the strategy’s 
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requirements. In other words, we behave in ways 
designed to show that we are “being good”. We believe 
this will cause things to go well for us.

• The promise implicit in the strategy leads us to have 
expectations of good things to come (provided we live up 
to the strategy’s requirements), expectations that are 
fundamentally unrealistic.

• Unfortunately, there is no functional connection between 
living up to the strategy’s requirements and gaining 
actual influence over ongoing events. Therefore the 
strategy only “works” in moments when events happen by 
fortuitous chance to provide “apparent” rewards. 

• In reality, the strategy is never responsible for positive 
outcomes. And it is often abundantly clear that it doesn’t 
work. Its failures lead to disappointment and frustration, 
which become major contributing factors to our feelings 
of anger, anxiety, depression, and guilt (to mention some 
of the more common emotional difficulties). 

• In addition, the failure to meet our expectations 
frequently leads to misunderstandings, conflicts, and 
hurtful exchanges with other people, all of which 
generate interpersonal difficulties and distress. 

• Furthermore, devoting ourselves to following the dictates 
of the life strategy is often the main reason we do not 
achieve major goals in life. Our focus becomes so 
narrowly fixed on living in terms of the strategy that we 
don’t engage in activities that would lead to achieving 
important objectives. 

In short, our life strategy accounts for the bulk of our 
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unhappiness. That is a large indictment. 

But there is still more.

To make matters worse, we are unaware of our belief in the 
strategy. Therefore, we also don’t realize that it underlies our 
thoughts, our emotions and our behavior. Unless we become 
aware—and keep vigilant—there is no systematic way for us to 
figure out for ourselves what is causing our difficulties. Without 
that awareness, our efforts to understand ourselves and gain 
happiness amount to blundering about in the dark.

Whatever our strategy may call on us to do, wherever it may 
take us, we obtain an inner sense of satisfaction from living up to 
its requirements. We get that satisfaction for one simple reason: 
When we behave in ways that comply with the strategy, we 
generate a feeling that we deserve to have good things happen. 
So we go beyond simply accepting and using the strategy. We 
embrace it.

Why We Persist
Regardless of the difficulties the life strategy causes us, we 
continue to believe in it and follow its dictates. We do so for 
several reasons: 

First, the validity of the life strategy seems self evident. 

Second, it appears to simplify our lives. 

Third, it feels good. To have and exhibit a positive trait gives 
us a psychic lift by enhancing our sense of worth. That feels 
good. We like it. 

Fourth, it promises us good things. After all, if the strategy 
were true, all we would have to do in order to be in command of 
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the quality of our lives (and therefore presumably happy), would 
be to follow its dictates. Alas, as already mentioned, such is not 
the case. The strategy sets the stage for disappointment and 
frustration. Nonetheless, because we experience validation when 
we honor our commitment (by behaving in ways that the life 
strategy calls for) we feel deserving of good things. 

Fifth, to seal the bargain, what could possibly be wrong with 
having and exhibiting a positive trait?

As a result, we pay little heed to the problems that our belief 
in the life strategy may cause. Instead, we plunge headlong into 
accepting it. We go well beyond simply endorsing and using the 
life strategy. Without knowing we do so, we adopt it and teach 
ourselves to adhere to its requirements.

Variety of Evidence
Several kinds of evidence support the premise that we develop 
and follow a life strategy.

People’s behavior is consistent over the course of their lives. 
This consistency seems a valid reason for inferring that some 
force within a person is shaping all their responses.

Also, people often have a visible response when others say 
their behavior exhibits the trait called for by their life strategy. 
They display an involuntary “visceral smile.” People often try to 
hide this response, so they may look slightly embarrassed or self-
conscious, but they rarely succeed in suppressing it completely.

In addition, when people “explain” (either to themselves or 
to other people) why they have not received the benefits 
promised by the life strategy, the explanation takes one of three 
forms:
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• One is, “I wasn’t good enough.” (That is, “I didn’t 
measure up to the requirements of the life strategy.”) The 
life strategy becomes visible when a person expects a 
payoff, doesn’t receive one, and “explains” why by 
assuming he or she hadn’t quite earned it.

• Another is, “I’m dealing with creeps.” (That is, “There is 
something wrong with other people—they are not being 
fair.”) Here the lack of a payoff is attributed to the 
unwillingness of other people to play by the rules.

• The third is, “Life is hard.” (That is, “The demands of the 
life strategy are so difficult it is virtually impossible to 
meet its requirements.”)

Just on the basis of the above evidence alone, the idea of the 
life strategy seems justified.
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Appearances are often deceiving.
… Aesop

5.  Two Tasks (Rather than 
Many)

At the time we adopt our life strategy, it appears to simplify our 
lives. Prior to that time, we have to figure out how to get each of 
the things we want. A bright red ball. A trip to the park. An 
interesting rattle. A pretty doll. Something to ease a gnawing 
hunger in the stomach. Comfort. Help. An endless parade of 
wants and needs call for a lot of figuring out. 

However, once we adopt our life strategy, life is simplified. 
We have only two tasks: 

First, we have to figure out how to measure up. The attribute 
we must acquire can usually be expressed concisely by a single 
word. (Remember that our thinking at that age is extremely 
simplistic.) 

Second, we have to figure out how to show others that we 
measure up. We must do so because at the time the life strategy is 
formed, every aspect of our lives hinges on the decisions of other 
people. They decide what we eat, when we eat, where we eat, 
what we wear, where we go, when we do so, what we do when 
we get there, where we sleep, when we sleep, and on and on. So 
the only way we can obtain any control over our lives is by 
having a way to influence the decisions of others in our favor. 

Remember that the attribute we select will inevitably be 
positive because it is the opposite of some negative attribute that 
has been applied to us or to our behavior. If we were told that 
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our behavior was somehow “bad,” then we will strive to be 
“good.” If the controlling message labeled our conduct as 
“stupid,” we’ll want to be “smart.” Similarly, “ugly” leads to 
“beautiful” (or “attractive”). “That’s not true” leads to “I’ll be 
honest.” “Too clinging” leads to “independent.” “Weak” to 
“strong.” And so on. In each case, we choose a positive trait that 
is the opposite of the negative one used to curtail our undesirable 
behavior. 

Note also that, no matter what positive trait we adopt, there 
are many ways to exhibit it. To be good, for example, a person 
might be nice, thoughtful, considerate, helpful, generous, kind, 
pure, devout, conscientious—or some combination of these. Or 
take on some other positive attribute that satisfies the 
requirement to be good. And this holds true for each of the 
attributes. There are many ways to convey being attractive, or 
worthy of attention, or honest, or independent, or smart, or 
strong. 

Being What the Strategy Requires
Having inferred that being a certain kind of person will get us 
what we want, we must then figure out how to be that kind of 
person.

Initially, we don’t know how. But we learn as we go along. 
Some of our behavior will still draw negative comments. We 
learn to cut down on that stuff. A lot of actions seem to evoke 
little or no reaction from others. We can continue these or drop 
them, as we choose. And, once in a while something we do 
seems to garner approval. This provides us with an “acceptable 
behavior” category. Using these guidelines, we gradually develop 
comfort-zone behavior. 
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Through this process we shape and mold our behavior. We 
develop a consistent pattern that satisfies a self-imposed 
requirement that we measure up to the trait we adopted as our 
life strategy. In time, our behavior becomes significantly biased 
toward the attribute we inferred would be beneficial. We don’t 
have to think about it. It becomes so nearly automatic it seems 
spontaneous, as if it is part of our “nature.” 

Along the way, we experience a profound inner truth: 
Whenever we live up to the life-strategy commitment, we get an 
inner sense of being a deserving person. It is a very satisfying and 
reassuring feeling. For some reason, psychically, the need to 
establish and sustain an inner sense of being a deserving person 
is the most powerful and persistent force in a person’s life.

That statement bears repeating!

The need to establish and sustain an inner sense of being a 
deserving person is the most powerful and persistent force in a 
person’s life.

If we do not have that inner sense of being worthy, we feel 
awful. Lost and hopeless. Confused. Even despondent. From the 
psychic point of view, it becomes essential to live up to the life-
strategy commitment. As a result, being the kind of person the 
life strategy calls on us to be becomes an all-pervasive element in 
our behavior. 

Showing that We Deserve
However, being a certain kind of person isn’t the whole story. We 
must also figure out how to convey to others that we measure up. 
We must do so because of two factors.

First, as already discussed, at the age we adopt and begin to 
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use the strategy, the decisions of other people determine whether 
we get what we want. So, if we are to influence their decisions, 
we must find a way to convey to them that we are living up to 
the terms of the strategy and are therefore worthy of their 
consideration. 

Second, at the age we adopt the strategy, we lack the capacity 
to determine for ourselves whether we measure up. How can we 
know if we are succeeding? Our only way of assessing this is 
through the reactions and comments of others. This leads us to 
form a habit: We turn to others to obtain assurance that we 
measure up. This habit may, and often does, continue into 
adulthood. 

As a result, many people have a strong drive to obtain 
validation from external sources. In their efforts to obtain that 
validation, they continue to display the attribute called for by the 
life strategy. This explains why our behavior takes on a 
consistency that “characterizes” us. It establishes a personal 
modus operandi.

(The term modus operandi is Latin for “mode of operation”—
in this context, it means a person’s pattern of behavior.)

These two tasks, being a certain kind of person and showing
that we are—both of which are derived from the adoption of a 
life strategy—become evident in all of our behavior. They are 
present in everything we think, everything we do, and everything 
we say.

A Universal Pattern
We all adopt a life strategy—and thereby take on a compelling 
commitment. I did. You did. Everyone does. Each of us makes a 
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decision based on our early life experience. Each of us adopts a 
strategy, commits to it, and exhibits behavior the strategy calls 
for. And we then follow the dictates of that strategy throughout 
our lives. 

As stated earlier, the central theme of the life strategy is a 
simplistic notion involving an attribute that can be specified with 
one word (or a very few). It can be any of the following: 

• Attractive (or beautiful/handsome)
• Worthy of attention (or entertaining, different, unusual, 

outstanding, extraordinary, interesting or simply 
eccentric)

• Good
• Sincere (or honest)
• Independent 
• Smart (or knowledgeable)
• Strong (or brave)
These seven are basic who-to-be-to-get-what-I-want attributes. 

The accompanying chart indicates some typical life messages that 
lead to each of the basic strategies. (Note that life messages can 
be transmitted through body language as well as through words. 
Also note that strategy-forming messages may be the positive 
equivalents of those listed. “Be good,” for example, instead of 
“Don’t be bad,” “Smarten up” instead of “Don’t be stupid.” Etc.)

The verbal and non-verbal efforts by our caretakers—aimed 
at redirecting (or controlling) that part of our behavior they find 
unacceptable—become crucial elements in the process that forms 
our life strategies.

Life Messages that Lead to Each of the Basic Strategies
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Controlling (Strategy-Forming) 
Messages

Resulting Life Strategies

Don’t be ugly.
You’re being ugly.
Stop being ugly.
That’s not very pretty.

I’ll be attractive, or
I’ll be beautiful.

That’s not funny.
(Being ignored.)
(Being yawned at.)
I’m not amused.

I’ll be interesting, or
I’ll be entertaining, or
I’ll be worthy of attention.

That’s bad.
That’s not nice.
Don’t be bad.
You’re being bad.
Stop being bad.

I’ll be good.
(I can show it by being 
thoughtful, kind, helpful, 
considerate, nice, etc.)

Don’t you fib to me.
That’s not the truth and you know it.
Now tell me what really happened 
(in a suspicious tone).

I’ll be honest, or
I’ll be sincere.

Don’t pull on mommy’s skirt
(or daddy’s coat tail).
(Uneasiness when approached 
closely.)
(Being insincerely indulged, or 
indifferently ignored.)

I’ll be independent.

Don’t be stupid.
Don’t be foolish.
You’re wrong, young lady / young 
man.
What’s your head for, a hat rack?

I’ll be smart, or
I’ll be knowledgeable.

Because I say so! (And I’m bigger 
and stronger than you.)
(Demonstration that) you are not as 
strong as I am.
Don’t be a weakling.
Don’t be such a sissy.
Big boys (or girls) aren’t afraid of the 
dark.
That’s the coward’s way.

I’ll be strong, or
I’ll be brave.
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Ways of Showing
When it comes to the how-to-show part of living up to our 
commitment, we have three options:

1. We can use words

Young children often make verbal assertions about their positive 
traits. They may say, “I’m a good girl,” for example. Or, “I’m very 
smart.” Or, “I’m strong!” Etc. Adults tend to think such comments 
are evidence that the children are too young to have acquired the 
niceties of social skills. But what the children are saying, in 
effect, is, “I’m living up to my commitment—now it is time for 
you to do something for me.”

2. We can also use behavior to show our adherence to the life 
strategy

To show we are good we can be helpful, thoughtful, generous, 
considerate, etc. To show we are smart we can display that we’ve 
studied nuclear physics, economics, cellular biology, the Bible (or 
other religious text) or any of a large number of difficult 
disciplines. Or we can explain things to others when we believe 
we have seen something they don’t understand that we are 
familiar with. Similarly, there are ways to show we are attractive 
(we can dress nicely), worthy of attention (be witty), honest 
(never cheat on an expense account), strong (lift weights), or 
independent (start a business). Through the years, we alter how 
we show the trait by selecting ways that are suited to our 
circumstances and to our emotional, physical and social 
development.

3. We can feel bad

An earlier discussion dealt with how feeling bad provides 
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internal reassurance that we are a worthy person who is 
deserving of life’s goodies. (This idea is also explored in more 
depth in Chapter 7.) In addition, bad feelings send external 
messages. Anger, for example, says, “I’ve honored my 
commitment, a fact you seem to be ignoring at your peril.” 
Anxiety says, “I’ve honored my commitment, now I’m in trouble 
and need your assistance.” Depression says, “I’ve honored my 
commitment, but can’t cope with my problems—please be kind 
and gentle.” Guilt says, “I’ve honored my commitment, but I’ve 
done wrong to someone (through error or ignorance), and now 
that I acknowledge it I’d like you to be considerate, 
understanding and forgiving.” 

Each of these external messages—as well as others—are ways 
of attempting to exercise some measure of control over ongoing 
events. They are efforts to empower ourselves. 

The Up Side and the Down Side
We can look at our lives as a mix of succeeding and falling short. 
On the one hand, we succeed at living up to the commitment. 
And this is crucial to maintaining that inner sense of being a 
worthy person—one who deserves good fortune. That is the up 
side. 

On the other hand, life-strategy behavior usually falls short of 
providing us with what we want. So we don’t feel successful. 
That is the down side. Understanding this apparent contradiction 
requires making a distinction between the psychic side of life and 
the social, or interpersonal, side.

When we are young, we train ourselves to evaluate our 
behavior in terms of whether it is relevant to the life-strategy 
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commitment. As long as our behavior seems relevant, we 
experience the feeling that everything is going well. But we fail 
to examine whether that behavior enables us to achieve and do 
well on the world stage.

So we become adept at being the kind of person the 
commitment calls for. But we don’t know what to pursue in life 
because, subjectively, we expect the decisions of others to provide 
those things that make life enjoyable. And even if we know what 
we want, we have no practical plan for how to pursue it. All this 
occurs because the life-strategy commitment compels us to invest 
ourselves in finding ways to live up to the “bargain” we made 
with life. 

We are deceived by the life strategy because it leads us to an 
underlying conviction that all will be well. Without thinking 
through the practical details, we believe we will succeed if we 
employ the life strategy. But pursuing the strategy is actually the 
source of many difficulties: The following list of difficulties 
makes this point clear. 

• The life strategy diverts us from seeking useful knowledge 
about what we want, what is gratifying, what to pursue 
and how to pursue it. 

• The strategy causes us to underestimate the difficulties 
involved in achieving good communication. So we 
discount the importance of acquiring effective 
communication skills.

• The strategy beguiles us into complacency regarding how 
we engage with others. As a result, we strive to live up to 
the requirements of the life strategy rather than learn 
how to develop and engage in functional 
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interdependencies with others. This usually limits or even 
prevents us from developing effective interpersonal skills.

• The strategy can also obstruct gaining economic skills 
that will support whatever life style we aspire to. 

• The strategy is the basis of an erroneous notion of 
motivation.

• The strategy shapes (and limits) our understanding of 
what is wrong when things don’t go the way we’d like. 

• And, finally, the life strategy presents us with the 
question: Why do we commit ourselves to such a 
problem-ridden and unfulfilling course of action? 

This list shows the range and depth of difficulties that stem 
from that one fateful childhood decision.

Unseen Factors
On the face of it, it seems strange that the underlying strategy is 
never considered when we strive to figure out why our plans go 
awry. Except for those times when it is offered as a sardonic joke, 
no one blames their life strategy for their unhappiness. Under 
those circumstances people sometimes comment, “I’m too smart 
for my own good,” or, “That’s what I get for being ‘too nice’.” 

As already observed, there are two reasons for this lapse. For 
one, we are not aware of having a life strategy. It is an 
unobserved force operating on our thoughts, feelings and 
actions. That makes the life strategy impossible to blame or even 
examine. 

And there is a second reason. When we think about our 
troubles, we tend to believe that our negative traits are the ones 
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that cause our problems, not our positive traits. (That is what we 
were told: We heard things like, “You can’t go to the party 
because you were bad!”) So when things don’t go the way we 
would like, we look for something we are doing wrong. There 
seems to be no reason to examine what we are doing that feels 
right.

As previously noted, when things don’t go according to our 
wishes, the life strategy limits the way we explain the problem to 
three options:

1. We may conclude that we failed to measure up (to some 
standard or other)

That is, we’re not good enough, smart enough, strong enough, 
attractive enough (or whatever enough) to deserve the implicit 
rewards promised by the life strategy! 

2. We may conclude that we are dealing with people who do 
not act in civil ways

That is, other people do not honor the idea that we have earned 
the right to be treated well, so they don’t feel compelled to 
reward us for our efforts to live up to the life commitment. 

3. Or we may conclude that life is very hard

This is usually a way of saying, “It’s impossible to live up to the 
life-strategy requirements. They are too demanding.”

The real problem is that the life strategy is an inept method 
of getting other people to make decisions that will have a 
positive impact on our lives. Once we understand that, we have a 
fourth way to explain why things don’t go the way we’d like. 



If It Hurts So Much 5.  Two Tasks (Rather than Many)

-49-

4. We are using a lousy strategy

Inasmuch as we never perceive that we have a life strategy, we 
certainly can’t assess its true effectiveness (or ineffectiveness). In 
point of fact, the more diligently we strive to live up to its 
stipulations, the more likely we are to develop unrealistic 
expectations—and suffer ensuing disappointments. And, since it 
also misguides our interactions with other people (which are 
fundamentally aimed at achieving an enhanced quality of life) it 
interferes with any realistic pursuit of our chosen objectives.
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I bid him to look into the lives of men as 
though into a mirror and to take what he 
observes as an example for himself. 

… Terence

6.  Examples Tell the Story
Real life examples illustrate how the life strategy is generated 
and how it influences the way people think, feel and act. (For 
reasons of privacy, the names of people who are known to me 
personally and who are referred to in this book have been 
changed.)

Miss M
It was one month before her third birthday. Miss M, her older 
sister, father and mother were visiting a neighbor. Miss M roamed 
into the kitchen where the hostess was preparing iced tea for her 
guests. Miss M stood, hands behind her back, watching. After 
several moments, without preamble, she announced, “I’m a good 
girl.” Her manner was calm, open, straightforward. 

The hostess paused in her activities. “That’s right. You are a 
good girl. But why are you telling me?” 

“So I can get what I want.”

“What is it you want?”

“Some ice cream.”

Amused, the hostess served Miss M a dish of ice cream. Then, 
as an afterthought, she asked, “Has someone been telling you 
that you’re not a good girl?”

“Yes.” 
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“Who?”

Miss M answered between spoonfuls. “My mommy . . . And 
my daddy . . . And my sister . . . They tell me I’m a bad girl, 
and then I can’t have what I want. I’m being a good girl . . . So I 
can get what I want.” 

Miss M’s Life Strategy

Miss M had just recently formulated her life strategy. It had not 
yet become hidden away as internalized knowledge. She had 
decided to employ being good as a way to get whatever she 
wanted. By declaring in so many words, “I’m a good girl,” she 
announced that she was honoring her commitment. Having done 
so, she stood ready to receive a reward she felt she deserved.

No doubt she viewed getting the ice cream as proof that the 
strategy worked. In actuality, however, she got the ice cream 
because the hostess found Miss M to be cute. Being a “good girl” 
had little to do with the apparent “success” of the moment. 

Although her strategy was actually ineffectual, it no doubt 
seemed to Miss M that it worked just fine. She had no reason to 
question whether or not that strategy could provide her with 
life’s goodies. So it is easy to understand why the strategy played 
an important role in her thinking and behavior. That is the nature 
of life strategies. 

There is a short span of time—immediately after we adopt 
the strategy—when we are aware of the commitment. Before 
long, however, it becomes buried. Forgotten. In our conscious 
lives, we become altogether unaware of it. Nonetheless, it 
continues to influence all our thinking and behavior. 

As we grow older, how we honor the life strategy usually 
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becomes more sophisticated. But it’s there, just the same. In fact, 
we assimilate it into our response patterns so completely it colors 
everything we do. That is how it shapes our behavior into those 
characteristics others recognize as our specific individual 
character. 

A few more examples will make this clear. 

Mr. W
A handsome man in his late thirties, Mr. W found himself 
engaging in behavior that puzzled him. He argued. Energetically 
and often. He got excited when he argued and made his points 
vehemently. He seemed intensely committed to persuading his 
opponent that his thinking on any given subject was the correct 
position to hold. It is understandable that many of his friends 
and acquaintances thought of him as contentious. 

Three things caused him to realize there was something 
strange about his behavior. For one, if his adversaries would 
persist, he would argue all night. Whenever such prolonged 
arguments occurred during the week, he couldn’t function well at 
work the next day. At times he didn’t make it to work at all. He 
recognized that was excessive. 

Then too, a second element suggested to him that his 
behavior was strange. The intensity of his arguments suggested 
strong feelings about the issues involved. Yet he never took any 
practical action regarding those issues. For example, an argument 
might be about some aspect of public policy, but he showed no 
interest in trying to influence the decisions of legislators or public 
officials.
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This led him to realize the arguments were about something 
other than the subject being debated—something not connected 
to their content—that was contributing to the vehemence he felt 
and the energy he invested. But what? If the arguments were not 
about the substance of the discussion, why the intensity? Why 
the tenacity? Why the compelling urge to persuade?

There was something going on that he did not understand. 
He came to suspect that he had some inner need to control the 
attitudes of others. A lot of people, including many of his friends
—and even a number of therapists—probably would have 
agreed. 

At times, Mr. W went so far as to irritate and alienate people. 
Even knowing this risk, he found himself unable to refrain from 
arguing. He felt compelled to make his points. For some reason 
he had to devise arguments and present them. Moreover, he felt 
deeply frustrated when his arguments failed to sway and 
convince. 

A third element seemed even more odd to Mr. W. Sometimes 
he took one side of an issue, sometimes the other. On whether 
children should be punished by spanking, for example, he might 
agree at one time, be opposed at another. Although in each 
instance he appeared to argue from some deep conviction, it 
became clear that was not the case. If someone voiced an 
opinion, he would champion the opposite position. He seemed to 
be arguing for the sake of arguing. 

He recognized something was amiss. Yet he had no insight 
into why he behaved in such a peculiar way. What was worse, he 
had no way to free himself from his strange behavior. 

Why would an intelligent person make such problems for 
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himself? What possible inducement could cause him to act in this 
strange way?

The Circumstances that Led to Mr. W’s Life-Strategy

It is evident that some compelling force drove Mr. W’s behavior. 

Knowing a bit of Mr. W’s childhood will be useful in 
understanding his behavior. He grew up in a small city in the 
southwest. He had a brother a few years older whom he idolized. 
He liked to tag along after the brother whenever he could. At 
times the brother accepted his presence, but at others the brother 
preferred not to be bothered. Furthermore, sometimes it was 
inappropriate for Mr. W to follow the older boy. 

For example, his brother was big enough to play in a flood-
control ditch across the street from their home. If Mr. W 
followed, his brother would take him home and get their mother 
to make him stay there. This all began before Mr. W was old 
enough to understand that the ditch, which sometimes contained 
rushing torrents of flood water, represented a danger to him. He 
simply wanted to be with his brother. 

The Strategy-Forming Message

His mother, recognizing a need to keep her younger son out of 
harm’s way, made what seemed to her to be an intelligent, 
civilized comment. When her young son cried and insisted he 
wanted to go with his brother, the mother’s message was, “Don’t 
be unreasonable.” 

Although such messages may seem to be the guidance of a 
genuinely loving, thoughtful parent, they often lead to problems. 
What the mother actually meant was, “Do as I wish. Stop 
wanting what you want. Want what I want you to want.” She 
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wanted the boy to cease pursuing his own immature desires and 
accept her values. She sought a way to deal with a clash of wills 
through what she considered to be socializing instruction and 
character-building guidance. 

Mr. W interpreted the “Don’t be unreasonable” message as an 
indication of how the world works. He connected not getting to do 
what he wanted with being unreasonable. In this context, the 
child sought to provide himself with a formula for making his life 
better. In so doing, he adopted a basic belief and established his 
life strategy. He decided the way to get what he wanted was to be 
reasonable. 

Psychic Tension Heightens the Need for a Strategy

When, as children, we are in conflict with those who tend to our 
wants and needs, it is urgent that we re-establish an atmosphere 
that assures continuing care. After all, our security and survival 
depend upon our ability to maintain functioning relationships 
with those who take care of us. Whether we think about it or not, 
whether we dwell on it or not, we take it as a given. That is why 
fear of abandonment is so common among children of all ages. 

Although we have not developed all our intellectual faculties 
at two or three, we aren’t stupid. We know full well that we can’t 
provide for ourselves. Without identifying it, we have a 
subliminal what-if-I’m-alone anxiety. We know that we can’t feed 
ourselves, clothe ourselves, house ourselves, doctor our skinned 
knees, or provide ourselves with reassurance or comfort. 

We must find some way to make sure someone will do these 
things for us. And our awareness of this is heightened when 
things aren’t going well. So if we’re in trouble with our 
caretakers, we can become desperate to recapture their goodwill. 



6.  Examples Tell the Story If It Hurts So Much

-56-

Keep in mind that prior to the flash of understanding that led 
to the adoption of his life strategy, things were not going the way 
Mr. W wanted them to go. As a result, he often suffered from 
frustration, disappointment, confusion and anger. 

In searching for an answer to the question, “How do I get 
what I want?” he discovered that crying was not a good solution. 
Nor was anger. As is often the case, those behaviors irritated his 
caretakers. 

At the age we are talking about, a child’s ability to think 
rationally is not yet fully formed. The brain is still developing. So 
the child cannot yet form a working hypothesis and check it out. 
Instead, he or she makes an inference and uses it as a guide 
regarding how to make good things happen. That is how each of 
us selects a life strategy. 

Reinforcement

In Mr. W’s world, being reasonable gained praise and acceptance. 
Life is replete with phrases and comments which confirm that 
reasonableness has value. Mr. W encountered many versions: 
“That’s using your head.” “Good thinking.” “Smart.” “Clever.” 
“Ingenious.” “Thoughtful.” “Wish I’d thought of it.” Etc., etc. 
Praise for reasonableness is widespread and takes many forms. 
Validation and reinforcement occurred often. 

So his environment often provided approval for his life-
strategy behavior. It is not surprising, then, that it never occurred 
to him to challenge the basic belief or the resulting commitment. 
After all, the strategy merely called on him to do something 
everyone agrees has merit!

Yet Mr. W strove so hard to be reasonable, he did things that 
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were quite unreasonable. How ironic that his efforts to 
demonstrate his reasonableness resulted in quite unreasonable 
behavior. Irony becomes evident in life strategies that lead people 
to behave in ways that seem extreme to others. Such strategy-
induced behavior often serves to prevent people from getting 
what they want. But, as a rule, they can’t see that it is doing so. 
As a result, they are baffled about why things don’t go better.

Now we can understand Mr. W’s arguing. Arguments—all-
night marathons or otherwise—served as an arena in which he 
could be reasonable! These arguments also enabled him to 
display his reasonableness to others. For Mr. W, any such 
opportunity proved irresistible.

The next example shows how following a life strategy comes to 
dominate every waking moment of a person’s life.

Mrs. H 
A widow for more than twenty years, Mrs. H lived to within a 
few days of her 94th birthday. At the time of her death, her 
sizable two-bedroom home was a testimonial to the kind of 
person she was.

Landscapes Mrs. H had painted in oil hung in profusion on 
the walls of every room of her home. Ceramic objects she had 
created stood on top of chests of drawers, tables, the mantle and 
numerous bric-a-brac shelves. Her writings and compositions 
filled several filing cabinets and book shelves. Clothing she made 
for herself jammed her closets. Though she seldom left her home 
and had few visitors, she had dozens of pant suits and blouses, 
all in vivid colors—turquoise and hot pink and shades of 
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lavender were favorites. Accessories ran to scores of scarves, 
costume jewelry in abundance, and several dozen pairs of shoes 
ranging from gold and silver evening wear to house slippers. 

She had organized her home into areas that simplified 
shifting from one activity to another. Each area represented a 
readily identifiable aspect of her persona. These areas were:

Painting: A portion of the combination dining-room-and-
kitchen held her art supplies and recent paintings. Over the years 
she had painted thousands of landscapes—pictures of Yosemite, 
Big Sur, mountains, deserts, scenes from California, Oklahoma, 
Texas, Arkansas. In the last few weeks of her life alone, she had 
painted some forty pictures. In fact, she was at work on a new 
watercolor late at night when she realized she needed medical 
assistance and called an ambulance to take her to the hospital 
where she died a few hours later. 

Writing: The west wall of her dining room was her writing 
place. Her unpublished manuscripts included five novels, several 
plays, two musicals, hundreds of poems, numerous articles about 
do-it-yourself craft projects, dozens of short stories and two 
autobiographies. Her published works consisted of a few stories 
and poems plus a number of columns she had written for the 
local newspaper about the early days in Indian Territory, a time 
she could recall in remarkable detail. There was also a very large 
file of correspondence with editors and publishers to whom she 
had unsuccessfully submitted her works.

Music: She devoted one end of her living room to her 
musical activities. It contained an electric organ, a piano, a 
guitar, a ukulele, three recording systems, two hi-fi systems and a 
considerable collection of sheet music. She often played the 
piano for her Sunday School group. Among her effects were 
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hundreds of songs she had written and “demo” tapes of her songs 
recorded by herself as well as various local amateur musicians. 
There were also memos from singing teachers with whom she 
had studied voice some sixty years earlier. 

Ceramics: She had converted her den into a work room. One 
end contained a ceramic workshop. This included two kilns, a 
large wall shelf loaded with slips, glazes, molds, batts, carving 
tools, clay, cones, greenware and much other paraphernalia. She 
had a 220-volt line installed especially for the kilns. Dozens of 
ceramic objects sat in various stages of completion—little owls, 
mugs, figurines, vases, fallen logs, mushrooms, and many others. 

Lapidary Activities: Another portion of the den contained a 
jewelry-making workshop. She was a “rock hound”—meaning 
someone who hunts, then cuts and polishes semi-precious stones 
and incorporates them in jewelry. Her garage contained a 
collection of such stones from all over the western U.S. and 
elsewhere: snowflake obsidian, variscite, agate, turquoise, 
geodes, rose quartz, jasper, opal, amethyst, topaz, onyx, pyrite, 
silver ore, gold ore, tourmaline, petrified wood, bloodstone, and 
many others—over a ton in all. Because her garage was filled 
with stones, her twenty-year-old Plymouth stood in a carport. 
Scattered on her workbench, along with a slab saw, grinder, 
polishing wheel, tumbler, and other tools, lay cabochons, hearts, 
teardrops, pendants, and other shapes in various stages of work. 
Some were merely pencil outlines on slabs. Others were roughed 
out. Some were on dop sticks, ready for final shaping and 
polishing. And some were already completed, ready for setting. 

Silver-smithing: Next to the lapidary bench, she had a table 
devoted to working silver. There she made rings and earrings and 
necklaces. Jeweler’s tools, silver stock, silver wire, silver solder, 
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torch, flux—all these and dozens of pieces both finished and 
unfinished lay waiting her further attention. 

Clothes-making: The center portion of the den was reserved 
for sewing. She made virtually all of her outer garments. Mostly 
she wore pants suits, but there were occasions when she felt a 
dress was appropriate. Whatever she needed, she made. Many 
garments she wore only once, but they stayed in her possession 
against the possibility they might be right for some future 
moment. She kept plenty of supplies: two chests of drawers in 
one bedroom and a cedar chest in another contained fabric 
waiting to become garments. In the den and under a counter in 
the adjacent kitchen, there were little multi-drawered plastic 
cases containing sequins, beads, buttons, lace, gold and silver 
braid, rickrack, seam binding, thread, needles, extra bobbins, 
thimbles and you-name-it. She took pride in making outfits for 
special occasions. Many of these she designed herself. As already 
mentioned, her closets were bursting with clothing. In addition 
to making her own clothes, she also embroidered, sewed quilt 
tops, and made curtains, drapes and other household items. 

Needlework: As if the activities already discussed were not 
enough, she also crocheted. She made garments, such as hats, 
scarves, foot warmers, and booties, as well as larger items, 
including blankets and afghans. When she was too tired to work 
at her other endeavors, she would sit, crochet hook and yarn in 
hand, and produce another item. She put together some seventy-
five afghans in the last few years of her life, mostly giving them 
away to anyone who admired them. The portion of her second 
bedroom not occupied with fabric came into use as storage for 
yarn. Baskets and boxes of it. 

Photography: Then there was her photography. For many 
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years she did darkroom work, developing and printing her own 
pictures. She still had four cameras—a Speed Graphic (a press 
camera) from World War II days, plus a single-lens reflex, a 
Polaroid, and a box camera (of the flapper era) that had become 
an antique. She used photography to capture scenes she thought 
she might like to paint. The click of a shutter preserved the idea 
when the press of time or other constraints prevented making a 
sketch. She also photographed successive stages of the do-it-
yourself arts-and-crafts projects she wrote about. She had 
developing tanks, film hangers, developing trays, safe light, 
enlarger and stocks of film and printing paper. But in her later 
years, failing eyesight had made it impractical to work in 
darkroom conditions, so she had given it up. 

Gardening: I won’t catalog her garden activities except to say 
she had collected botanical species from all over the United 
States, including Connecticut, Florida, Oregon and Hawaii.

It is important to point out that, except for gardening, all these 
activities were serious efforts to be a professional artist. Although 
she made no attempt to do “professional” photography, the 
photos she made became the basis for pictures she painted, 
hoping to become a “known” painter whose works would 
someday find a lucrative market. 

It might appear that Mrs. H was well off, but actually, she 
lived the last twenty years of her life on less than $11,000 a year. 
Nor did she have any life savings she could dip into. Whatever 
she had, she acquired a little at a time. 

* * *
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Mrs. H’s Life Strategy

Mrs. H devoted her entire life to being creative, a form of being 
worthy of attention. When one area of activity didn’t bring the 
rewards of the good life she anticipated, she switched to another. 
She spent decade after decade working tirelessly to find ways to 
be creative and to demonstrate her creativity to the world.

As with Miss M and Mr. W, one may wonder how Mrs. H 
came to choose being creative as her life strategy. Mrs. H was a 
middle child in a large family, with several brothers and sisters 
both older and younger than herself. She also idolized her father 
and wanted his attention. With so many siblings, this was 
difficult for her to achieve. However, her father often praised her 
mother’s creative talents—and Mrs. H saw being creative as a 
means of gaining his attention and approval.

Unfortunately for her, her strategy never yielded the rewards 
she felt she deserved. For all her considerable artistic skills and 
creative efforts, she received little recognition. Nonetheless, she 
continued to work to the very last hours of her life. At best, some 
local townspeople, a handful of relatives and a few friends 
thought of her as extraordinarily talented. She felt she deserved 
better than that and died confused that her devotion to being 
creative had not brought more abundant rewards. 

Mrs. H and Mr. W illustrate how life-strategy behavior 
propels us into doing things that, on the one hand seem absurd, 
but, on the other, endows our sense of self with an essential, 
defining element. (More about that in the next chapter.)

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Great minds are not exempt. It might seem that very intelligent 
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people might avoid making a compulsive commitment to a life 
strategy. Such is not the case. Brilliant people, like everyone else, 
adopt a basic belief that leads to a life strategy. Not only do they 
adhere to it as strenuously as everyone else, they often urge their 
values on others as if they were privy to universal solutions to 
mankind’s problems.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is a good example. In a letter to 
the German writer, Johann Peter Eckermann, Goethe wrote: 

“If I work incessantly to the last, nature owes me another 
form of existence when the present one collapses.”

That is, work (a form of being a good person) and a payoff 
are presumed to be intrinsically linked. 

Goethe made this point over and over. In Zahme Xenien, Book 
IV, Goethe wrote: 

“Workest thou well today for worthier things?
Then calmly wait the morrow’s hidden season,
And fear thou not what hap soe’er it brings.”

That is, working diligently today is linked to a tomorrow one 
need not fear (for it will be rewarding). 

Many of Goethe’s writings convey the belief that work is the 
ultimate guideline on how to live one’s life. In Hermann und 
Dorothea, he pictured the foundations upon which civilization is 
built. The characters portray the basic callings of men: minister, 
judge, merchant, farmer, pharmacist-doctor, etc. All of society is 
represented. The central story is about the love of a young 
couple. But there is no romance. Their love involves looking to 
the future, convinced that the true blessings of life come from 
devoting themselves to life’s necessary tasks. 
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Again, the message is: Addressing life’s tasks (work) is linked 
to having good things happen.

Goethe’s Life Strategy

Goethe’s way of proving his worthiness was to work, a form of 
being good. In the letter to Eckermann, Goethe expressed that he 
believed a sense of deserving derived from work. For Goethe, 
working entitled a person to a significant payoff! 

The quote from Zahme Xenien indicates that Goethe 
advocated working for “worthier things” as a universal solution 
to life’s problems. He was convinced that the idea applied to 
everyone. He believed that working for worthier things would 
cause everything to turn out well in the end. In Hermann und 
Dorothea, he showed that he viewed work as the means of 
obtaining all good things. 

A Universal 
Adopting a life strategy is not a psychological disorder. It is 
normal, not pathological. People of all classes, all cultures, both 
sexes, and in all walks of life demonstrate throughout their lives 
that they adopt a strategy and devote themselves to it at all 
times. There are no exceptions. It is part of being a human being. 

Nonetheless, people’s life strategies frequently cause 
problems. Serious problems. Problems we can best cope with 
through understanding how they derive from the life strategy. For 
then we can devise practical ways to cope with those problems. 

The aim of this book is to expose what those problems are—
along with how and why they arise. And, finally, its aim is to help 
the reader use these insights to develop a different, more 
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effective approach to empowering the self—an approach based 
on each individual’s capabilities and personal requirements.

Accordingly, the next several chapters examine the 
characteristics of life strategies in more detail and expose some 
unexpected implications. For example: Bad feelings tend to occur 
over and over because they provide something that is very 
important to us.
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Everything’s got a moral if only you can find 
it.

…. Lewis Carroll

7.  Emotional Payoffs
There are several troubling aspects to adopting a life strategy: 

• The effort to live up to its demands frequently leads to 
disappointment and frustration because the anticipated 
rewards are never consistent. Worse, the rewards are 
likely to be seldom and far between.

• Disappointment and frustration tend, in turn, to usher in 
emotions that are distressing—emotions that interfere 
with identifying, facing and resolving issues that have a 
negative impact on one’s life.

• Anger, anxiety, depression and/or guilt make it difficult to 
engage in constructive problem solving. As a result, they 
often diminish one’s quality of life.

• Perhaps the most troubling aspect of having a life strategy 
(and pursuing its associated behavior) is the emotional 
pain we generate for ourselves. It can become habitual.

Too often we suffer repeatedly from the same bad feeling. 
There are times—particularly with anger—when it is like a ride 
on a roller-coaster: rising and falling with strange twists and 
whirls. At other times—as with depression—the bad feeling 
becomes a constant, relentless presence. Whatever their pattern, 
troubled feelings—especially if they are persistent or recurrent—
can make life unpleasant to the point of misery.

A central concern of this book is the discovery and disclosure 
of the fact that most, if not all, of our troubling emotions arise 
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from our commitment to the life strategy. Yet, for many people, 
the connection between that strategy and our bad feelings is 
difficult to see. For that reason, this chapter explains how 
devotion to the life strategy generates troubling emotions and 
why those emotions recur and persist. 

The Lesson of Pain
Pain, whether physical or emotional, is a warning signal. In 
general, animals strive to keep themselves free of it. A dog, for 
example, may investigate a porcupine or a neighbor’s scrappy cat 
out of curiosity. But most dogs soon learn to keep a safe distance 
from quills and claws. Painful lessons make lasting impressions. 

Why, then, if we are generating our own painful feelings, do 
we not learn to stop feeling bad? The answer to that question has 
two parts:

First, we believe that circumstances cause our bad feelings.

(See diagram.)

Common View of How Bad Feelings Arise

CAUSE —> EFFECT

Circumstances —> Feelings

Most people believe there is a simple relationship between 
circumstances and feelings. That is, the circumstances cause—
even dictate—both the character and the intensity of feelings, 
whether those feelings are good or bad, intense or moderate.

Therefore, it would seem that in order to feel good (or just 
better) we must somehow alter the offending circumstances. But 
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altering the circumstances often proves difficult. Sometimes 
impossible. So, stuck with the troubling circumstances, we stay 
immersed in the bad feelings.

To put this another way, we don’t think of our bad feelings as 
something we are doing. Therefore we don’t think of them as 
something we can control. As a result, we simply don’t know we 
can stop feeling bad. It doesn’t occur to us that we could change 
or orchestrate our feelings.

(We have no inkling that our bad feelings constitute 
purposeful behavior. But, as this book makes clear, those feelings 
provide a method of obtaining an important payoff!) 

Second, we don’t learn how to stop feeling bad.

Our bad feelings seem to arise spontaneously from the very core 
of our being. Therefore we believe they are intrinsic to the 
situation that arouses them. So we believe they are inevitable. It 
never occurs to us to challenge these ideas. As a result of 
believing that circumstances cause our feelings, we suffer both 
the recurrence and the persistence of bad feelings. 

Nonetheless, once we are given the tools to bring about 
change, we can learn to alter our feelings for the better.

The Foundations of Emotional Pain 
Recall, if you will, the imaginary situation described in chapter 
two when the bus passed you by. It disappeared over a hill and 
you don’t know why. Not a clue. Remember?

Recapture the feeling. You are wet, cold and miserable. You 
have waited for twenty or twenty-five minutes. Your bus came. 
But it didn’t stop. It went by without even slowing down. It went 
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over a hill and out of sight, and, because it is late at night, you 
know it will undoubtedly be a long time before the next bus 
comes.

What emotion do you experience? Many—although not all—
people feel anger in this situation. (If you felt some other 
emotion, use it.) Get into the feeling a bit, so that it is fresh in 
your mind. 

Once you have recaptured the emotion, answer the following 
five questions:

1. Would you be feeling the way you feel if you were not a 
sensitive person?

Isn’t being sensitive to the situation a significant factor 
contributing to the emotion? 

So . . . does it make sense to conclude that your bad feelings 
constitute evidence that you are a sensitive person? 

2. Would you be feeling the way you feel if you were not 
aware?

Isn’t being aware of the situation—that is, knowing that the bus 
came and went without stopping—a significant factor 
contributing to the way you feel? 

So . . . does it make sense to conclude that your bad feelings 
constitute evidence that you are a person who is aware? 

3. Would you be feeling the way you feel if you were not a 
thinking, thoughtful person? 

Don’t you immediately think “there is something wrong with this 
picture, the bus should have stopped for me”? Isn’t that thinking 
a significant factor contributing to your anger (or other 
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emotion)? 

So . . . does it make sense to conclude that your bad feelings 
constitute evidence that you are a thoughtful person? 

4. Would you be feeling the way you feel if you did not have 
what you consider to be a set of civilized values—rules of 
conduct, so to speak?

Don’t you believe that bus drivers are supposed to stop for 
passengers? Isn’t it necessary to have such a set of rules in order 
to make the judgment that the bus driver is doing something 
wrong? How else could you arrive at the conclusion that it is 
wrong for the bus to pass you by?

So . . . does it make sense to conclude that your bad feelings 
constitute evidence that you are a person who has a set of civilized 
values?

5. Would you be feeling the way you feel if you did not work 
at honoring those values?

You followed the rules. You waited for the next bus. The next bus 
was supposed to make your life better. But it didn’t.

Suppose that you had been standing in a doorway out of the 
rain half a block away until the bus arrived at the stop, and you 
couldn’t get to the stop before the bus left. You probably wouldn’t 
be as upset with the bus driver. Instead, you might be disgusted 
with yourself for not being in the right place at the right time. 
That is, if you don’t follow the rules, it isn’t surprising when 
things don’t go the way you would like. But you did follow the 
rules—you did try to make things happen the way they should—
and things still went wrong!

So . . . does it make sense to conclude that your bad feelings 
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constitute evidence that you are a person who strives to deal with 
things the way they should be dealt with?

What kind of a person are we talking about? Examine the 
conclusions:

• You are a sensitive person.
• You are a person who is aware of ongoing events.
• You are a thoughtful person.
• You are a person who has a good set of values.
• You strive to live by those values. 

What do these add up to? 

That you are a person who is worthy (of having good things 
happen to you) and you are deserving (of them) as well! You 
have provided yourself with evidence that you are worthy and 
deserving—just by getting angry! (Or by having some other 
negative emotion.)

A Psychic Necessity
What makes this idea difficult to accept is that we must coax the 
realization out of ourselves. We have few internal clues to help us 
know about our continuous, unrelenting need to establish and 
sustain our sense of worthiness—a need to feel “it would be 
appropriate for good things to come my way.” We don’t feel it 
directly. What we do experience is that something is terribly 
wrong when we don’t find a way to establish and maintain that 
feeling.

One of the few ways we can see it is through its influence on 
our behavior. We have such a powerful need to maintain and 
sustain that inner sense of “feeling worthy”—or “being 
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deserving”—that we begin to act in strange ways any time we 
lose that feeling. 

When we lose that feeling, the effect on us can be drastic. 
Our emotions may become extreme: Rage may lead to violent 
behavior. Or we may feel a depth of depression that saps all 
motivation. Or panic may paralyze us. We may have a mini-
nervous-breakdown. Or even a full-blown one. That is how 
significant it is.

While the requirement to respond to that unrelenting 
necessity to be deserving is outside our awareness, by contrast we 
are consciously aware of other aspects of ourselves. Our 
emotions, for example, are sometimes so strong they overwhelm 
us. And we are consciously aware of our drives. They can be so 
strong they cause compulsive behavior. 

Some of our beliefs are also readily accessible, such as our 
religious and patriotic convictions. But the need to establish and 
sustain a sense of being a deserving person is not something we 
experience consciously. We must learn of its existence indirectly. 

Evidence
Several kinds of observations support the idea that we must 
devise ways to establish that we are worthy and deserving. 

For instance, when we are coping with the distress of 
emotional pain, we think, and we often say, “I deserve better.” Or, 
“I don’t deserve to be treated so badly.” We feel strongly that the 
way we are being treated by life is inappropriate. Usually that 
means other people are behaving in ways that cause us to be 
upset.

Take the example of the bus passing you by, discussed in 
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chapter two. Didn’t you believe, initially, that you deserved to 
have it stop for you? There it is: the sense of being deserving. If 
you will listen, either to your own thoughts or the words of 
others who are feeling bad, you will find this pattern. The idea 
occurs to us over and over that we deserve better than what is 
happening to us. That thought is a handmaiden to our bad 
feelings. 

Another piece of supporting evidence lies in the fact that 
when we are feeling bad, if we engage in an action that satisfies 
the life-strategy commitment, the bad feelings subside and often 
vanish entirely.

What happens to a depressed person if he or she helps a frail 
elderly lady cross an icy street? During that activity, the 
depression simply stops. Why? Because the need to have a way 
to establish and sustain a sense of being deserving is fulfilled in a 
different way.

During the helping activity, the helping fulfills the 
requirement. There is no need for the bad feeling. We don’t have 
to suppress it. We don’t have to divert it. We don’t have to 
sublimate it. It simply disappears. 

And there is more. Recalling the fantasy about the bus 
passing by once again, one of the people felt guilty. Why? 
Because the incident triggered a memory of having been rude to 
a bus driver the previous day. In other words, the person felt it 
was in some way appropriate to be passed by because, as a result 
of previous behavior, he (or she) didn’t deserve to be stopped for. 
And there it is. The idea that our behavior establishes whether 
we are deserving or not!

Instances such as these make it clear: Even though we may 
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not be aware of our need to create and sustain a sense of 
deserving, the evidence for that need is persuasive.

To make matters worse, bad feelings may become recurrent 
and even chronic simply because they can perform this essential 
psychic service. The need to feel deserving is always there. And 
our method of engendering bad feelings is always available and 
ready to fulfill it.

Note that the specific kind of bad feeling is not crucial. It 
doesn’t matter whether we are angry, anxious, depressed, guilty, 
or what have you. All bad feelings rest on the foundation laid by 
one’s positive values and the attributes we acquire in response to 
the life strategy. 

Overview
These observations enable us to recognize that we generate our 
own bad feelings. They enable us to understand why we generate 
those feelings. And they suggest guidelines for alternatives to 
feeling bad as a method of feeling worthy.

The need to maintain a sense of deserving is so powerful that 
we will make ourselves miserable to establish and sustain it. It is 
so powerful, in fact, that it makes sense to think of it as a 
fundamental psychic necessity—as crucial to the psyche as air 
and water are to our bodies.
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Reward and punishment . . . are the spur 
and reins whereby all mankind are guided.

… John Locke

8.  Pigeons, Payoffs and 
People

If the idea that bad feelings have a powerful built-in reward still 
seems implausible, consider the following: 

Will a behavior that is rewarded be repeated?

Suppose we put a pigeon in an environment containing 
buttons of different colors—white, red, blue, green, pink, etc. We 
rig one of the buttons—let’s say the blue one—so that if and 
when the pigeon pecks at it, a hidden mechanism deposits a 
pellet of pigeon food in its environment.

Will the pigeon learn to peck a lot at the blue button? Yes. 
Why? Because of the reward. The payoff will soon cause the 
pigeon to concentrate a lot (perhaps most) of its pecking 
energies on the blue button. 

So it makes sense to conclude that a rewarded behavior is 
repeated. And many experiments involving any number of 
species confirm this idea. 

Now suppose we disconnect the mechanism that delivers the 
reward, so nothing happens when the pigeon pecks the blue 
button. How does the pigeon respond?

It may continue to concentrate its pecking on the blue button 
for a time. But it soon quits. After a while, it will pay little more 
attention to the blue button than to any of the others. (Or, for 



8.  Pigeons, Payoffs and People If It Hurts So Much

-76-

that matter, other elements of the environment.)

In other words, lack of a reward will cause the pigeon to stop 
devoting more than random attention to the blue button. Why? 
Because pecking at the blue button offers no more benefit than 
pecking at anything else. Many experiments confirm this also. 

This brings us to a crucial question. We concluded that 
rewarding a behavior will cause repetition of that behavior. Now 
we see that if a behavior is not rewarded it will not be repeated, 
even when the behavior has become ingrained through repeated 
rewards. 

The crucial question is this: If a behavior is repeated, does 
that mean the behavior is being rewarded? Is that repetition, in 
fact, evidence that the behavior is being rewarded?

In practical terms, the answer is “yes.” 

So what do we conclude about our bad feelings that are 
repeated? Somehow they are being rewarded! (See diagram.) Also, 
the reward must be significant. Otherwise we wouldn’t be willing 
to pay the price of feeling bad. It is a high price!

Why We Generate Bad Feelings

Stimulus —> Response —> Result!

A
Circumstance

A
Bad Feeling

The
Payoff

that can be 
interpreted in 

such a way that 
it stirs up …

—> that can and 
does fill some 

essential 
psychic need 

…

—> One that is so 
important we 

will endure the 
pain of bad 
feelings in 

order to get it!
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Feeling bad is a way of providing ourselves with an essential 
psychic payoff.

These observations enable us to recognize why we generate 
our own bad feelings. We do so to sustain a sense of deserving. 
The observations also enable us to understand what prompts us 
to generate those feelings. We do so to fulfill that psychic need. 
Furthermore, these observations suggest guidelines for 
alternatives to feeling bad (to be discussed presently). 

Before we can explore how to use the alternatives, however, 
we need to understand a bit more about the mechanism that 
enables us to get to bad feelings. 

It’s a Way to Satisfy Our Need for a Sense of 
Being Deserving

Once we establish the idea that we get something out of feeling 
bad, another observation warrants our attention:

Since feeling bad gives us easy, swift access to something 
extremely important to us, it is not surprising that we become 
skilled at identifying circumstances we can use to arrive at bad 
feelings. 

To put it baldly, we seize upon issues that provide a plausible 
basis for feeling bad. Usually, there will be plenty of suitable 
circumstances available, but if none seem evident, we learn to 
manufacture them.

Through one means or another we find a way to justify lines 
of thought that are certain to enable us to “think crazy” and feel 
bad. (See diagram.)
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How We Generate Bad Feelings

We identify or 
manufacture —> that justify 

having —>

that lead to a 
sense of being 

a deserving 
person—

CIRCUM-
STANCES

BAD FEELINGS PAYOFF!

In order to make sure we have ready access to a method that 
will establish and sustain our sense of being deserving, we 
become adept at identifying circumstances that will do so. 
Usually there are some such available. If not, we learn to 
manufacture them.

For the most part, persistent bad feelings don’t just happen. 
Let’s look at some examples. Take depression: People who are 
depressed a great deal of the time tend to focus on what they feel 
deprived of. They think about what they don’t have. Or what 
they can’t get. Or what they can’t do. Or what they are not, but 
wish they were. Thoughts like these would depress Pollyanna 
herself. We generate our own feelings of depression through such 
thoughts.

Does this model apply to all bad feelings? As discussed 
elsewhere, our feelings can be examined from the point of view 
that they are a way of dealing with situations in a person’s life. 
They contain signals—some of which may be effective in dealing 
with others, and that is sometimes interpreted as the reason for 
their existence. But if that was their sole purpose, why would the 
feelings continue when we are alone?

In fact, bad feelings often arise after an encounter is over and 
we have moved on! In addition, they linger and often dominate 
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how we feel for extended periods of time. These facts suggest 
there is something about chronic bad feelings that is broader, 
deeper, and more sweeping. That’s why they are addressed at 
such length here.

People caught up in being depressed don’t pay attention to 
what they have that they can enjoy. Or to what they can get that 
will prove gratifying. Or to what they can do that would bring 
satisfaction—or even be fun. Or to aspects of who they are that 
they can approve of and appreciate. So . . . although their 
situation may not actually warrant it, their depression persists.

That is how and why people remain immersed in emotional 
pain. Unfortunately, if the individual lacks other methods to 
achieve a sense of deserving, the depression may last. Sometimes 
indefinitely, becoming a chronic malady. 

Despite these hazards, we can readily find other ways of 
thinking about our circumstances that don’t lead to feeling 
depressed. We—the common people—have much to celebrate: 
We have a greater variety of foods available to us than kings 
could afford throughout most of our tenure on this earth. We 
have more music, more entertainment, access to more travel, 
more available information and education, access to vastly more 
communication, and more diversions than any but the very 
wealthy could have purchased a century ago. Instead of being 
deprived, we are blessed. Nonetheless, all too many people feel 
deprived. And they pay the price. They often become depressed. 

Other unpleasant emotions work exactly the same way. 
Anger, for example, arises when we encounter and identify 
something unfair happening to us and there is no way we can 
make things okay again. That combination—unfairness and 
powerlessness—commonly leads to anger.
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If anger is our usual bad feeling, we can find a way to invoke 
it at any time. Unfairness is so widespread, it is no great 
challenge to identify something going on that is unfair to us that 
we cannot change. 

As for anger, despite miscarriages of justice—which are real 
and troubling—we live in a land and at a time when more effort 
goes into providing fairness for the general population than at 
any other period in history. Despite this, millions of people feel 
the weight of perceived injustice and unfairness every day. They, 
too, pay the price. They frequently experience anger—and even, 
for some, rage. 

Why do people plunge themselves into feeling bad? To 
establish and sustain a sense of deserving—without which they 
would feel even worse. 

Any Bad Feeling Will Serve
Anxiety, guilt, boredom, confusion and other unpleasant feelings 
all offer the same potential payoff.

To get to anxiety, we can always identify possible threats to 
worry about. We can be afraid to take the subway (the trains 
might derail, or be bombed or gassed in one of the tunnels), 
afraid to cross bridges (they might fall—they look awfully rusty, 
don’t they?), afraid to look for a job (we may be taken advantage 
of, or rejected, or hired for a job we don’t know how to do, or 
one we can’t stand doing, or find ourselves working for a tyrant), 
afraid to say “Hello” (we may be ignored or snubbed). We may 
go the ultimate mile and be afraid to leave our homes (the world 
is a potentially hostile place where all sorts of bad things could 
happen).
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Similarly, to get to guilt we can identify some real or 
imagined transgression we have committed (or may have 
committed). For boredom, we can find a way to think of things 
as drab, humdrum and ordinary. To feel confused, we can 
assemble more information than we can process and thereby 
muddle our thoughts.

In each case, there are a multitude of ways to get there. 
Regardless of where we turn our attention, those of us who suffer 
persistent emotional pain use a frame of reference that leads 
directly to the specific bad feeling that reassures our psyche. In 
short, feeling bad is a quick fix, and each of us knows exactly 
how to think in ways that will immediately produce our 
“preferred” troubling emotion. 

Now we can see the full pattern of how and why we generate 
our bad feelings. Whenever we need to reassure ourselves that 
we are deserving—which is a constant, unremitting requirement, 
but one that we do not know about directly—we can identify or 
manufacture circumstances that justify thinking along lines that 
lead to bad feelings.

The following diagram shows how we generate bad feelings 
and what we get out of them. And it all takes place in an interval 
of time so brief it seems to happen in a flash.
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The Circumstances-to-Payoff Pattern

Step 
1

We IDENTIFY or MANUFACTURE
CIRCUMSTANCES
(that justify thinking crazy)

Step 
2

Then we
THINK CRAZY THOUGHTS
(that SEEM warranted—and that lead directly to bad 
feelings)

Step 
3

And then we experience
BAD FEELINGS
(that seem both valid and appropriate—and that reconfirm 
some of our POSITIVE ATTRIBUTES)

Step 
4

Which provide us with a vital
PSYCHIC PAYOFF!!
(thereby securing for us a sense of being a
DESERVING PERSON)

The thinking that leads to bad feelings is purposeful so far as our 
sense of deserving is concerned. At best, however, it also involves 
a kind of emotional coercion in dealing with the surface issue. Its 
indirectness fails to address or clarify whatever unpleasantness 
we think is causing the reaction. This means there is little 
possibility of resolution. Which leaves the person who is feeling 
bad with a basis for a sustained method of feeling bad (and 
obtaining the hidden payoff).

We follow this pattern because we get something we need. 
This need is so powerful and so fundamental that we will subject 
ourselves to severe emotional distress—and endure it—in order to 
satisfy that need.

Through it all, we have good reason to expect success. We are 
fully motivated. We have the techniques down pat. No wonder so 
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many of us suffer persistent bad feelings! 

Motivation
Knowing the structure of motivation allows us to recognize the 
nature and power of this process. Motivation has three essential 
parts:

1. We have a goal.

2. We have a method for achieving that goal. 

3. We have a belief that we can succeed in employing that 
method and achieving that goal. 

In the process that leads to bad feelings, the goal is a 
profound, unrelenting hunger to establish and maintain a sense 
of being a deserving person. 

The method calls on us to identify or manufacture 
circumstances that justify a sequence of thought that will lead to 
bad feelings. That process reassures us—at a subliminal level—
that we are sensitive, aware and thoughtful, have good values 
and strive to honor those values. We thereby reassure ourselves 
that we are worthy, deserving to have good things happen. 

The belief arises from having learned at an early age from 
much experience that, when other methods fail, we can utilize 
the feel-bad method and achieve the goal.

The following diagram presents a motivation scheme 
showing the payoff we obtain through generating bad feelings.
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The Elements of Motivation

Three Part Motivational Structure

(Motivation exhibits the characteristics listed in the left column.)

Aspect of Motivation Motivational Scheme Leading to 
Bad Feelings

1. GOAL . . .
A desire for something 
(or to avoid 
something)

A powerful need to establish and 
sustain a sense of
BEING A DESERVING PERSON
(a subconscious, but real, factor)

2. METHOD . . .
A means to get what 
we want or need—a 
strategic plan

MANUFACTURE OR IDENTIFY 
CIRCUMSTANCES
that justify crazy thinking, then think 
along lines that will produce bad 
feelings that will, in turn, reassure us 
that we are sensitive, aware, 
thoughtful, have good values and 
strive to honor those values

3. BELIEF IN SELF . . .
Having confidence 
that we can use the 
method successfully 
and achieve the goal

Yes, I can.
I’VE BEEN DOING IT FOR YEARS.
I know how to do it all, and quickly.
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In nature there are neither rewards nor 
punishments—there are consequences.

… Robert Ingersoll

9.  A Closer Look
Sooner or later, having adopted a life strategy results in a variety 
of problems. And, as with the life strategy itself, many of those 
problems are outside of our awareness. 

Here is a list of the more significant problems—most of them 
inevitable:

1. The life strategy diverts us from exploring what we 
want, what we find gratifying, and what to pursue. As 
a result, we often don’t know how to obtain real 
gratification. 

2. The life strategy makes us underestimate the difficulties 
involved in achieving good communication. We also fail 
to understand the importance of acquiring the skills 
needed to communicate clearly. Lack of communication 
skills makes it hard to interact with others in cooperative 
endeavors. It also hinders our efforts to be persuasive and 
makes it difficult to negotiate satisfactory agreements. 

3. The life strategy interferes with the development of 
effective interpersonal skills. As a result, our 
relationships are often unsatisfactory in the sense that 
they do not enhance the quality of our lives to a degree 
commensurate with the time and effort we invest. 

4. The life strategy can also prevent us from obtaining 
economic skills that would support the life style we 
would like to have. 



9.  A Closer Look If It Hurts So Much

-86-

5. The life strategy encourages us to embrace an 
erroneous notion of motivation: It causes us to pursue 
goals focused on making changes in the world around us 
(a difficult undertaking) instead of revising our point of 
view (a far easier task). 

6. The life strategy limits our understanding of what is 
wrong when things don’t go the way we’d like. Thus, it 
guides us into confused, erroneous thinking and into 
efforts that don’t work. Often it is precisely those actions 
that we consider “the right, that is, the appropriate thing 
to do” that causes events to develop in ways that are not 
to our liking.

7. The life strategy beguiles us into complacently 
following its false promise when it comes to thinking 
about how to engage with others. As a result, we fail to 
make sure we understand what we stand to gain, and we 
fail to make sure there is a functional link between our 
actions and the outcome we desire. 

8. And, finally, adherence to the behavior called for by the 
life strategy presents us with the question: Why do we 
commit ourselves to such a problem-ridden and 
unfulfilling course of action?

Since the reasons for some of these problems may not be self-
evident, it makes sense to take a look at them in detail. It helps 
to know exactly how they arise so we can determine what to do 
in order to solve them.

The Diversion Issue
The life strategy diverts us from seeking useful knowledge 
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regarding what is truly gratifying, and therefore worth pursuing.

Before we adopt a life strategy—that is, when we are very
young—we respond directly to the content of our environment. 
We don’t interpret. We see, hear, taste, smell and feel things as 
they are. We interact with things and people based on our 
unmediated reactions. We respond to what our eyes find visually 
gratifying—or not. Likewise, regarding what our ears, tongue, 
nose and skin tell us. We like those things that strike us as 
pleasant. We dislike those we find unpleasant. Things in between 
we can take or leave. 

Once we adopt a life strategy, however, things change. We 
start to process our experience in a way aimed at determining 
whether we are living up to the commitment inherent in the life 
strategy. We want to know whether or not we measure up in 
terms of that strategy. We have begun to examine our responses 
and our behavior: Are we being attractive? Are we being worthy 
of attention? Are we being good, being honest and sincere, being 
independent, being smart, or being strong or brave? And are we 
exhibiting enough of whatever the strategy calls for?

By shifting our attention away from the direct experience of 
our senses, and onto what we think we are exhibiting through 
our behavior, we divert ourselves. We look at whether our actions 
meet certain criteria (that is, what we think about our behavior) 
to determine whether or not that behavior is okay. In the process, 
we shift our priorities away from our primary responses.

Remember, the life strategy is a fiction. We invented it. It 
does not reflect the nature of the real world. That’s why this 
diversion can lead to serious problems. We’re monitoring the 
wrong stuff! 
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The Communication Issue
The life strategy is misleading in another crucial way. It says, 
without putting the thought into words, that to take control of 
the quality of our lives, all we need to do is exhibit the attribute it 
calls for. If we demonstrate to the world that we have the trait in 
question, all will be well. 

The danger with this line of thinking derives from the fact 
that we live embedded in a society. Thus, it is important to 
interact effectively with others—which calls for reliable two-way 
communication. People must share a great deal of information in 
order to establish and sustain functional interdependencies. This 
process of sharing requires both parties to be capable of sending 
information that is readily understood—and also capable of 
receiving, reliably interpreting, and then using information from 
others. 

Our belief in the life strategy causes us to concentrate on 
one-way communication. The strategy calls on us to convey to 
others—through words, deeds or emotions—that we are living 
up to the requirement(s) placed on us by that strategy. In doing 
so, we establish an inner feeling that we are deserving of having 
things go well for us. (Also according to the strategy, living up to 
these requirements will influence the decisions of others in our 
favor.)

As a result, we misinterpret what kinds of communication 
skills we need. Worse yet, the life strategy often gives us a 
misguided notion regarding the very nature of the process of 
communication. 

Discussions between people who are close and well 
acquainted may not require the complete array of elements that 
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communication between strangers often needs. But in many 
situations, effective two-way communication requires not only 
transmitting, but also receiving, interpreting, confirming using 
paraphrasing, and assimilating information that is both detailed 
and nuanced. Patience is also needed, since the process is often 
complex and may involve redundancy and consume time.

The Interpersonal Skills Issue
The problem with interpersonal skills is tricky to describe 
because of the complexities involved. There are several 
approaches to influencing the decisions of others. While most of 
them can be explained using similar wordings, they involve 
different dynamics. Keep in mind that the objective of each is to 
influence the decisions of others: We want those decisions to be 
either acceptable to us or beneficial to us. 

In one approach, we employ the life strategy directly.

Keep in mind that we have—at best—minimal, if any, awareness 
of how the strategy is supposed to work. (When people attempt 
to explain how this approach works, they usually give a vague 
rationale for the “correctness” of the belief. They say things like, 
“What goes around, comes around.” Often adding, by way of 
further explanation, “And that’s the way things should be.” These 
are presented as self-evident axioms that require neither 
explanation nor confirmation.) 

In spite of the strategy’s shortcomings, we have developed 
responses that are automatic, and therefore easily employed. 
They follow precisely the strategy’s dictates. Though we believe 
we’re on the pathway to a good life, our efforts lead to 
disappointment more often than not. The disappointment occurs 
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because there is no functional connection between behaving in 
accordance with the life strategy and influencing other people’s 
decisions or ongoing events. That is why such efforts are almost 
certainly doomed to failure. (See diagram.)

The Life-Strategy Belief is Misleading

Efforts to influence 
other people’s 
decisions using 
the life strategy.

<— ?? —>
The efforts have 

no functional 
connection to the 

decisions of 
others.

The decisions 
made by those 
other people.

The basic implied assertion of the life strategy is false.

A second approach might be called the “fumbler’s way.”

We know what we want and are willing to let the other person 
know what it is, but when it comes to working out an agreement 
that will ensure we get what we want, we don’t know how to do 
that. As a result, in our effort to “persuade” the other person to 
provide our reward, we fall back on the life strategy. So in 
practice, this method is still a variety of one-way communication. 

In approach number three, perhaps “charm” (in its mystical 
sense) describes it best, although some people would call it 
“manipulative.”

We are well aware of the relevant agendas, but we don’t try to 
work out a give-and-take agreement. Instead, we identify the 
other person’s life strategy. Then we find ways to provide that 
person with validation (for having successfully exhibited their 
life-strategy trait).
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Frequently, this approach raises the likelihood that we will 
become an important presence in that person’s life. As a result, 
he (or she) will then choose to consider our wants and wishes 
when making decisions.

If this approach is handled with skill, the other person will 
probably have no clue that he has been led into making decisions 
that benefit us. Just a casual mention of what we want is often 
sufficient to bring about the desired result. The other person will 
believe she is acting out of respect, or concern, or affection (or 
even love). But that person is not likely to realize that he was 
influenced by your having provided them with something that 
person hungers for. (Once again, see diagram.)

Functional Interpersonal Exchange Using Validation

In this model, you 
act in terms of 
what the other 

person is hungry 
for—validating 
him or her for 

living up to his or 
her life strategy.

<———>
Engaging with the 

other person in 
dialogue aimed at 
discovering their 

life strategy so you 
can provide the 

precise validation 
they hunger for.

In this interaction, 
the payoff for the 
other person lies 

in the good 
feelings he or she 
gets from being 

validated. Result: 
Their decisions are 
often influenced in 
ways that benefit 

you.

Here, subtlety is involved. The other person chooses to follow 
your lead because he or she wants to do so.

No doubt some people will view this approach as deceitful 
and therefore reject it. Certainly, if the person feels cheated, that 
raises a social barrier. However, this method is both effective and 
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rather widely used without either party being aware of the 
process and with both parties happy with the arrangement. 

A fourth approach we can view as “negotiation.”

It calls for a two-way, give-and-take dialogue about who does 
what and who gets what and under what circumstances. (Again, 
see diagram.)

Negotiating an Interpersonal Agreement

You know what 
you want, and 

have an 
understanding 
that the other 

person will want 
something too.

<———>
Engaging in open 
dialogue with the 

other person 
about issues, 

values, wants, etc., 
in order to reach 
an agreement.

The decisions 
other people 
make always 

provide them with 
a benefit of some 
kind—even if it’s 

just a “feel good”
—so know what it 

is.

Functional interdependence is based on direct, open and 
constructive two-way communication.

No matter which of these approaches you find yourself using, it is 
valuable to understand the dynamics behind each method.

Method one is often doomed to failure no matter how well 
executed.

Method two is also trouble-ridden because one lacks a full 
understanding of how to proceed. It resembles someone striving 
to use method four without the necessary communication skills.

Whether or not you choose to use method three, it needs to 
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be understood because it is the basis for so many social and 
cultural efforts to influence the decision-making processes of 
both individuals and groups. Awareness of this technique will 
enable you to make your social interactions considerably more 
realistic.

Approach number four can be effective in a variety of 
business transactions because (presumably) both sides to a 
negotiation know what they want and what they can afford to 
offer.

So make yourself familiar with the dynamics of how each 
strategy functions—or fails, as the case may be.

The Psychological Risks Issue 
Early in life, when the idea that leads to the life strategy first 
occurred to us, it seemed to be a way of empowering ourselves 
and taking command of our lives. At that age, we had no way of 
recognizing or assessing the range of psychological risks inherent 
in the decision. We felt intuitively that if we just measure up to 
its requirements, all will be well. So it never occurred to us to 
look at that strategy as a cause of any problems.

Even after we become adults, it still doesn’t occur to us to re-
examine our life strategy. In fact, since we are unaware that we 
have a life strategy, we don’t look at it or think about it at all. We 
can’t. Yet we believe in it. We use it. We depend on it. We depend 
on it, for example, to influence others. We depend on it to get 
what we want. And we depend on it to make life what we want 
life to be.

As explained earlier, we can neither revise the life strategy 
nor drop it. So we continue trying to use it to influence others. 
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Because it is ineffective, our efforts almost inevitably lead to 
failure and frustration. Unless we encounter extremely good 
luck, we will find ourselves struggling with puzzling 
disappointment after puzzling disappointment.

These frustrations can become a significant threat to our self 
confidence, our self esteem, and our outlook on life. We are at 
risk of becoming angry that the world is not responding. We are 
at risk of becoming depressed about being so ineffectual. We are 
at risk of becoming anxious about the uncertainty of the future. 
We are at risk of feeling guilty about what we “should” be able to 
do that we can’t. And we are at risk of becoming bored with life 
and angry with others (or with fate) because it may seem that 
the significant goals we aspire to are unobtainable.
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The cause is hidden, but the result is well 
known. 

… Ovid

10.  If It Hurts So Much, Why 
Do I Keep Doing It?

Why do we launch ourselves into such a problem-ridden course 
of action? And why do we adhere to it so devotedly?

These are mystifying questions. To understand why we 
behave the way we do, it is useful to investigate how we reach 
conclusions about what causes the difficulties we encounter.

The Search for External “Explanations” 
When people examine why things have gone wrong (that is, not 
the way we would like), many of us tend to look first for some 
external factor that causes our distress. In this process, we often 
find circumstances we can view as the source of our 
disappointment.

When we do, we feel satisfied that we understand the 
problem. Then, because we see the problem in terms of external 
circumstances, we believe that in order to resolve the problem, 
we need to bring about a change of some kind out there in the 
world. This usually means getting one or more persons to change 
in such a way that they no longer offend or hamper us. 

As it happens, getting others to change can be a difficult task. 
Which can lead to even more frustration and disappointment. 
Eventually, the frustrated person usually decides either to accept 
the situation or to distance him- or herself from the offending 
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stimulation by moving on.

The Search for Internal “Explanations” 
A second approach to getting at the root of what has caused 
things to go wrong (when they don’t go the way we would like) 
is to look for an internal explanation. The easiest inference to 
make (and the most usual one) is that we did not honor our 
commitment to our life strategy sufficiently. Therefore we need 
to try harder. 

We may accept that explanation and vow to “give it our all” 
the next time around. Or, we may feel that we always “give it our 
all.” In which case, it may become obvious that there is some 
contradiction.

The very fact that we are experiencing disappointment and 
dissatisfaction is persuasive evidence that we did try hard 
enough! That is, we only derive a sense of being deserving when 
we seriously honor that commitment. And if our reasoning 
doesn’t tell us there is a contradiction, our intuition will strongly 
suggest that something isn’t kosher. The idea that we didn’t 
measure up is unacceptable.

But what other explanation could there be that makes sense?

The Belief Is Flawed
The only conclusion that makes sense is that we have committed 
ourselves to actions we believe will bring good things but will not 
actually do so. The kicker is that as long as we believe those 
actions will lead to good things, we place ourselves in a position 
where disappointment is virtually inevitable!

Improbable as it sounds, it is the only explanation that makes 
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any sense. The ultimate conclusion is that the answer to the 
question . . .

If it hurts so much, why do I keep doing it?

is that when you were a little kid you were quite smart! You 
connected “being bad” with not getting what you want, and had 
a flash of insight that seemed to solve the problem. In that 
moment, you adopted a new strategy for persuading others that 
you are a deserving person, and therefore could get what you 
want from them.

Why the Belief Persists Despite its Flawed 
Performance

Two factors encourage this belief—that our life strategy actually 
works—to become deeply rooted in our psyche.

One involves how pigeons behave when the reward becomes 
intermittent. Perhaps only one in three pecks is rewarded, or 
there is a three-minute delay before another peck is rewarded. 
When this happens, the pigeons continue pecking at that blue 
button! In some respects, intermittent rewards can be a more 
powerful reinforcement than providing the reward every time the 
birds pecks. When intermittent rewards are then followed by no 
rewards, it takes longer for the behavior to disappear.

The other factor involves how a child interprets his or her 
experience. Remember Miss M? She indeed got the ice cream—
and thought that her statement, “I’m a good girl,” was the cause 
of the reward. She had no reason to think otherwise. Such 
intermittent patterns of reward occur often during childhood, 
and provide apparent “evidence” that the strategy works.
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Finding a New Explanation
Thinking about external factors cannot help us find either the 
existence or the nature of a life strategy. Focusing on externals 
cannot explain the difficulties caused by one’s life strategy, or the 
disappointing, even painful results of our adherence to it. 
Thinking about external factors also cannot reveal the 
compulsive nature of the life-strategy behavior. So we are left 
without any understanding of the root of the many difficulties 
that arise from the life strategy.

Take it as a given that frequent or persistent bad feelings is 
prima facie evidence that the life strategy is implicated. That 
strategy underlies how we think, how we respond, how we act, 
and how we feel.

Therefore, in analyzing our difficulties, we need to look not 
only outward, but inward as well. We need to recognize that how 
we look at things—the way we evaluate life situations—is a path 
leading to gratification. It is important to identify what that 
gratification is, what needs it satisfies, and how we might 
develop alternative methods of satisfying those needs. 
Furthermore, it is important that the new way does not cause us 
to feel bad.
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It is one thing to show a man that he is in 
error, and another to put him in possession 
of truth.

… John Locke

11.  Actual Empowerment
Once people get the idea that they have been following the 
guidelines of a life strategy, and that doing so can be and often is 
a source of distress, they raise legitimate questions regarding 
what to think and how to proceed. 

They want to know: 

1. What can I do instead of following the life strategy 
commitment? 

2. Am I doomed to live out my life as I have been? 

3. Is it wrong to want to have some control over my life?

Before we go further, let’s address these. About the last 
question, it is not wrong to want to have some control over your 
life. In fact, it is appropriate not only to want control, but to have 
it and to use it. At the same time, it is important to understand 
that your life may be quite complex and that you may have little 
or no control over many of the circumstances and situations you 
would like to influence. 

Human beings have and use the capacity to identify 
preferences and form priorities. Along with these, they have the 
capacity to work toward specific future goals and they often 
reach those goals. In this way people are able to empower 
themselves regarding the quality of their lives. 

About question two: “Am I doomed to live out my life as I 
have been?” A qualified yes. Many of the behaviors you have 
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taught yourself will undoubtedly continue throughout your life. 
But you can change the times when you exhibit them and your 
reasons for doing so. 

That brings us to question one: “What do I do instead of 
following the life strategy?” Here it is important to rephrase the 
question to something like this: “Is there any way to avoid the 
negative consequences that flow from behaving in the way the 
life strategy calls for?”

Fortunately, there is a way to do that. But this cannot be done 
through a head-on struggle to drop or alter the life strategy. No 
one wins that battle. One’s sense of self is too interwoven with 
the life strategy for that to be feasible. What does work is to alter 
when one uses the behavior and why.

Alternatives to Following the Life Strategy Blindly 
Having come this far, we can now recognize that the belief in the 
life strategy is basically a magical belief. It goes like this.

“I believe that if I will just be [good], everything (or at 
least a lot of things) will turn up roses.”

The “[good]” in that statement is some positive trait such as 
“a good person.” In other words, “I’ll get what I want a lot of the 
time if I am ‘a good person’.”

We believe this in spite of the fact that there is no causal 
connection between being a good person and getting whatever it 
is that we want. That means it could only happen through chance 
or through magic. 
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The same holds for other positive traits we might substitute 
for [good].

None of them, in themselves, have the capacity to shape events 
in a way that will bring about getting what we want. Not being 
strong or brave. Not being smart. Not being beautiful. Not being 
worthy of attention. Not being honest or sincere. Not being 
independent. Not being good. Any of these can be contributing 
elements. But that is not how we employ them. We use them as if 
they were functional elements able to shape future events. 

I’ve counseled members of Mensa who were disappointed 
and confused by the fact that their intelligence hadn’t served to 
make them successful. Mensa is an organization of people with 
high IQs. They are considerably smarter than most people. Those 
I counseled believed that their superior intelligence should have 
carried them to success.

Their brainpower could have been a factor if they had 
applied it to understanding interpersonal dynamics and trends in 
business-economics. But they focused instead on exhibiting that 
they were smart—and thereby failed to function effectively 
regarding the details relevant to success. 

Similarly, I’ve counseled beautiful people who yearned to be 
on stage or in the movies. They would comment “I’m prettier (or 
more handsome) than . . .” and mention some star. And then 
they ask, “Why is it so difficult for me? Why can’t I find work?” 

The truth is there are far more aspiring actors than there are 
acting jobs. As a result, many aspiring actors have little choice 
but to make their livings as waiters, taxi drivers, bartenders—
even at odd jobs—while waiting for the “break” that comes to 
only a tiny percentage of those who strive for fame and glamour. 
And a lot of those in even that tiny percentage, if you can 
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manage to get a close look, have had something more than their 
looks and their acting skills to boost their careers. Many have had 
connections within the industry. Friends and relatives are 
frequently involved. Some make contacts within the industry by 
writing. Some by developing additional skills that gain attention, 
such as singing or dancing or stand-up comedy routines. Very few 
make it who depend on looks and acting ability alone. Many 
strive. Few succeed. 

It is fundamental that being [good] and making it clear to the 
world that you’re [good] will not cause life’s goodies to fall in 
your lap. And this holds true no matter which positive attribute 
you’ve chosen to serve as the basis for a life strategy.

Escaping from Compulsive Life-Strategy Behavior
The fact that we will continue to follow the behavior called for 
by the life strategy does not mean that we are doomed to a life of 
disappointments and frustration. We can release ourselves from 
that destiny by revising how we think about and use the life 
strategy. If we limit our expectation that others will respond as we 
want, we can avoid many of the negative consequences.

An alternative expectation—one that is appropriate—is this: 
Living up to the life-strategy requirements will support the 
feeling that I am successful at being the kind of person I desire to 
be and strive to become.

The following diagram shows how to avoid the negative 
consequences of believing that the life strategy can deliver what 
it “promises.” In other words: Revise what you believe it will do!

* * *
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A Different Way to Think About the Life Strategy

Reason for Life-
Strategy Behavior

Expected Outcome of 
Life-Strategy Behavior

The Old 
Motivation

To establish and sustain a 

basis for feeling that I am 

a deserving person, and 

thereby become able to 

influence the decisions of 

other people.

When other people 

make decisions that 

affect me, the decisions 

will be acceptable to me 

or beneficial to me.

The New 
Motivation

To reconfirm being the 

kind of person I want to 

be (that is, worthy of 

having good things 

happen to me).

I will be reassured that I 

am behaving in an 

acceptable way and can 

therefore be 

comfortable with who I 

am.

Regarding the behaviors you taught yourself in order to live 
up to the demands of the life strategy, many of them are quite 
useful. They can do functional work on your behalf when you 
stop expecting them to work magic. You will find yourself using 
them more selectively and in more practical ways.

Instead of seizing upon every opportunity to broadcast that 
you are [good], you will begin to do so only in situations where a 
specific, identifiable, practical gain will result. That change is a 
giant step forward—one that is functional, leads to desirable 
results and no longer indiscriminately follows the original life-
strategy belief.
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Practical Means to Power
A legitimate question at this point is, if the life strategy doesn’t 
empower us, what will? How do we manage to exercise effective 
power in the real world?

If you think about the purpose of the life strategy, you will 
see that its aim is to empower the self. At the time of its 
adoption, the child wants to exercise some personal control—
that is, have more power over—the quality of his or her life. At 
this early age, virtually every aspect of the quality of the child’s 
life is determined by decisions made by others. So, to influence 
that quality of life, the child must influence the decisions of those 
others regarding ongoing and upcoming events.

So let us define personal power as the ability to influence 
the attitudes and decisions of others regarding ongoing and 
upcoming events. What are the attributes, circumstances or 
capabilities that enable an individual to influence ongoing 
events?

When people are asked this question, they come up with 
many items. The list usually includes some or all of the 
following:

• Position (or status)—that is, a person who, for one 
reason or another, is seen as an “authority figure” or “a 
person of influence” and, as such, is looked up to. 

• Money (this is a biggie)—a person who can pay people to 
do his or her bidding.

• Knowledge—a person who has accumulated more 
understanding than others in some area of expertise. 

• Intelligence—a person who seems able to understand 
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things quickly and in depth.

• Contacts with people of position.

• Talent(s).

• Persuasiveness.

• Articulateness.

• Charm.

• Charisma.

• Persistence (and other assertive traits).

• Attractiveness.
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It is worth noting at this point that people whose life 
strategy involves being good seldom put “being (or 
doing) good” on the list of attributes that empower. 
Why? Because they are actually aware that it is not an 
effective way to empower themselves.

The only life strategies that appear on the list with 
any regularity are being intelligent (smart), being 
knowledgeable (smart again), and being attractive 
(beautiful). And these qualities don’t work well at 
empowering the self if the person using them simply 
strives to convince others that they are smart or 
attractive. It takes more.

One further note about the list above. There are also 
negative elements that empower: the willingness to lie. 
The willingness to cheat. The willingness to steal. The 
willingness to employ violence. These are almost never 
mentioned, but they deserve a word of comment. While 
they often work to empower (that’s why people resort to 
them), they carry a very real risk that sooner or later they 
will prove disempowering. For this reason, for our 
purposes, they are not to be thought of as options 
regarding how to empower the self.

All in all, the list is a pretty good sampling of the major 
empowering attributes. Most people recognize these as practical 
elements in exercising real influence over ongoing events. Most 
people possess some of these elements—often many of them. 
Nonetheless, as a rule, these elements are not the first line of 
choice when a person attempts to influence the decisions of 
others.

In spite of what people know intellectually, their belief in the 
life strategy is so profound they persist in using it instead of the 
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elements in the list above. And then, when their efforts fall short, 
they find themselves emotionally upset. 

This thinking provides a rule of thumb regarding how to 
respond if and when unpleasant feelings arise. Instead of looking 
at the triggers that spawned them as explanations for the bad 
feelings, think of the feelings as evidence that the life strategy is 
the culprit. Feeling bad usually (perhaps always) indicates an 
attempt to influence ongoing events by using a life strategy that 
cannot deliver the outcome a person hopes for and expects.

That means it is time for two kinds of introspection: One is 
about the question, “What is my life strategy? What am I striving 
to display about myself?” And the second is about using your 
emotions as a window on your inner self. Your feelings can tell 
you a lot about your personal values.
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There is not less wit nor less invention in 
applying rightly a thought one finds in a 
book, than in being the first author of that 
thought.

… Pierre Bayle 

12.  Elements that Lead to 
Change

The ideas set forth in the preceding chapters are tools. When 
used effectively, they can alter one’s life in profound ways. They 
can make it more gratifying, more fulfilled, and happier. But keep 
in mind that learning to apply them takes time, practice and 
patience. 

Approach this process as you would approach any complex 
learning task. Learning another language, for example, takes 
time. The same applies to learning to play a musical instrument. 
Ditto, learning to play a complicated card game, such as bridge. 
Or to handle a car in heavy traffic. These all take time, practice 
and patience. 

Also keep in mind that bringing about changes in yourself 
requires motivation. You have to want to change. The point of 
learning is to enhance the quality of life. Your personal happiness 
is worth a serious investment. That, by itself, supplies one of the 
three essential elements of motivation—having a goal. 

A second element of motivation—a method to achieve the 
goal—is provided by the guidelines in this book. 

As for the third element—confidence that you can use the 
method successfully—many people have used these ideas to 
change their thinking, their reactions, and their emotional 
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responses. You can too! 

Once motivation is established, the process that follows is 
straightforward.

First, learn the basics. Become familiar with each of the ideas 
discussed in the preceding pages. Explore how each applies to 
the behavior of someone you know. Initially, it is easier to see 
how an idea explains what is going on with a person other than 
yourself. Recognizing how the concepts apply to your own 
behavior is usually more difficult. So learn to recognize how the 
ideas provide insight into the ways other people act and react. 
Once you can do that, then look at how you can use that insight 
for understanding your own behavior. 

In the beginning, these basic ideas are easiest to learn when 
studied individually, so take them one at a time. Focus on one 
topic until you are confident that you can recognize it and 
understand how it functions before tackling the next. That will 
probably make the process go more smoothly. 

However, don’t lose sight of the overall picture. Taken 
together, these ideas form a coherent whole. They interact and 
interlock. In the long run, it is important not only to understand 
each, but also to appreciate how they work together. 

To simplify the learning process, the basic ideas are discussed 
separately in subsequent chapters, so you can get a thorough 
grasp of the individual concepts. However, the remainder of this 
chapter provides an overview of the total learning task as a new, 
different, and systematic approach to living.

Getting Started
Six basic ideas form the foundation for change provided by this 
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book. (Plus the always significant factor of motivation.) 

For your convenience, the following sections of this chapter 
also say which of the earlier chapters contain details about the 
concept being considered. Each section begins with a brief 
summary statement, which serves as a reminder of the essential 
idea. Use the summaries or the earlier chapters, whichever best 
serves your needs, to gain a working knowledge of each basic 
idea. (Or use both, they complement one another.)

1. The Life-Strategy Concept
[discussed in Chapters 3 and 4]

A crucial event occurs in our lives when we invent a concept 
about the world. We make an inference, based on our experience. 
Then, we adopt a life strategy based on that inference. We 
believe it is a strategy that will empower us—that is, give us a 
way to get what we want.

The inference

Early in life we become aware that not getting what we want is 
frequently accompanied by a statement that applies a negative 
trait to us or to our behavior. We infer that the way to get our 
wants and needs filled is to have the opposite (positive) trait. So 
we set about striving to have and to exhibit that opposite 
(positive) trait.

In other words, we believe that if we will acquire and display 
one (or more) of the following attributes, doing so will ensure 
getting our fair share of life’s goodies: 

• Being beautiful (or attractive).
• Being good.
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• Being worthy of attention.
• Being honest and/or sincere.
• Being independent.
• Being smart.
• Being strong and/or brave.

The acceptance

The inference we make becomes a deeply held belief. We feel 
absolutely certain that if we will acquire and exhibit that positive 
attribute, we will be deserving of favorable treatment by other 
people (in particular, the people whose decisions affect the 
quality of our lives).

The commitment

Our belief results in our adoption of a life strategy. That is, we 
select a specific positive attribute and commit to acquiring it and 
exhibiting it. In this way we believe we can depend upon good 
things and favorable events coming our way.

The lack of conscious awareness

The validity of the life strategy seems self evident and forms a 
core issue regarding who we are. We take the validity of the life-
strategy belief as a given. We never question its effectiveness.

Soon, we become totally unaware of it, even though it 
persists in shaping every action we take and every reaction we 
have, as well as our every attitude, feeling and thought. Yet, we 
are not conscious of it or of the degree to which it governs our 
thoughts and behavior.

The basic difficulty: The strategy simply doesn’t work. It can’t!

The life strategy is attractive because it is so promising. 
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Nonetheless it is misleading because there is no real-world 
functional connection between being the kind of person the 
strategy calls for and being able to exercise influence over the 
decisions of others.

That is why the strategy doesn’t work. It is an illusion. 
Therefore it will not provide what we expect of it.

This sets us up for inevitable disappointments. Yet, we believe 
in the power of the life strategy so deeply that we employ it 
consistently in every area of our lives. We do so in spite of 
recurrent evidence that it doesn’t work.

Not surprisingly, when it doesn’t work, we are puzzled!

* * *
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Scenario: How the Life Strategy Arises
The Child’s Perspective

Let’s look at this from a different point of view. As a child, you 
heard verbal messages intended to influence your behavior. They 
were aimed at getting you to stop doing something the parent 
(or other caretaker) chose to prohibit.

Think about those verbal messages. If you are like most 
people, those messages contained a negative attribute applied 
to you or your behavior. In response to those messages, you 
made the early-life inference that led to your life strategy. That is, 
you seized upon the opposite of that negative attribute as 
indicative of the kind of person to be.

As an example, the verbal message might have contained the 
word “bad”. Your caretaker might have said, “that’s bad,” or 
“don’t be bad,” or “bad boy” or “bad girl.” (Or he or she might 
have used some other negative-attribute word, such as “ugly” or 
“stupid.” There are many negative-word possibilities.)

The objective was to get you to stop doing whatever it was 
that you were doing and behave the way the speaker wanted you 
to behave. It was a practical matter, aimed at controlling your 
behavior.

As I hope this makes clear, there was no connection between 
being a “good” person (or whatever you decided to be) and 
having things turn out well for you across the board in life—
except in your mind.

2. How We Explain Our Disappointments
[discussed in Chapter 5]

Whenever the life strategy fails to deliver what we expect, we 
strive to figure out what is “wrong.” Initially, we explain the 
failure in terms that assume the life strategy works. Here is how 
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we do it: 

When things go wrong—that is, when events don’t fall into 
place the way the strategy indicates they should—our belief in 
the strategy limits us to three ways to explain the failure: 

• We haven’t measured up. Somehow we have failed to 
live up to the commitment we made to be a certain kind 
of person. (Therefore we are undeserving.) Or . . .

• We are dealing with no-goodniks. The people with 
whom we are interacting don’t behave in accordance with 
civilized rules. (Therefore they won’t allow us to have 
what we really want and feel we deserve.) Or . . .

• Life is hard. The things we set out to accomplish turn out 
to be considerably more difficult than we anticipated.

We may attribute the failure to our own deficits. We may believe 
that other people are underhanded. We may think some of both. 
Either way, significant achievements seem to elude us. (All in all, 
either we don’t measure up or others are not honoring the fact 
that we deserve good things.)

Until we come to understand that we are employing an inept 
strategy, we’re stuck with just these three explanations. Believing 
any of them can result in many serious problems.

For example, thinking that we haven’t measured up can lead 
us into low self esteem, depressive states, or guilt feelings. It can 
also intensify our tendency to be compulsive in our efforts to live 
up to the life-strategy requirements. 

The second (that we are dealing with no-goodniks) can lead 
us into anger at others, anxiety about our ability to cope, or even 
paranoid thinking. It can cause us to exhibit hostile behavior or, 
alternatively, to withdraw. 
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The third (that life is hard) can result in depression, loss of 
motivation, ennui, passivity, or even aggression.

However, once we discover that we have been trying to 
influence ongoing situations by using our life strategy—and that 
it is flawed—we have another option. That knowledge adds a 
fourth way to explain our disappointments. One that makes more 
sense—and one that leaves us free of bad feelings and able to 
address issues constructively. 

• The life strategy is inept.  

It should be clear at this point that, since the strategy is inept, 
any expectation based on it is unrealistic. The life strategy is 
simply incapable of delivering what we expect of it. We must see 
this clearly in order to move on.

3. Our Psychic Need to Feel We Deserve Good 
Things

[discussed in Chapter 5]
We have a profound human need to feel worthy of having good 
things happen to us. Take it as a universal—a need everyone 
experiences.

The need to feel deserving quickly becomes evident when a 
person who feels mistreated by others is asked whether he or she 
deserves better. Sooner or later—usually right away and with 
unquestioning self assurance—the person says, “Yes, I do deserve 
better.”

When asked to explain why they deserve better, people give 
examples of their own behavior—behavior that shows they have 
been following guidelines that correspond to their personal life 
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strategy. 

• If they were deceived in some way, they explain that they 
did not deceive the other person. (In other words, in their 
system of values it is desirable to be truthful and 
straightforward, and therefore it is unacceptable to be 
deceptive.)

• If the offending behavior involved infidelity, their 
explanation typically indicates they committed no such 
transgression. (In their value system, infidelity is a no-
no.)

• If they were cheated in a money transaction, they say that 
in comparable situations they would never be anything 
but scrupulously honest and fair.

And so on.

In this way it becomes evident how the life strategy becomes 
coupled to and intertwined with the need to feel deserving and, 
as a result, tends to dictate one’s behavior. 

These responses indicate three truths about our psychic lives: 

1. We have a need to feel worthy.

Each of us needs to have an inner sense of being deserving. One 
way or another, we must have a way to assure ourselves that it is 
just and proper for others to treat us in ways that range from 
acceptable to beneficial. 

2. It is essential for us to have a way to establish (and 
sustain) that objective. 

We must have a means by which we can assure ourselves that we 
are deserving. 
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3. Establishing a life strategy and following its dictates serves 
this requirement.

We find that the life strategy becomes a sure-fire way to establish 
and sustain that inner sense. Once we discover how effectively the 
life strategy will do that for us, then we feel good whenever we 
act in terms of that strategy because we believe we are on the 
right track, a track that will lead, sooner or later, to happiness 
and fulfillment.

4. Sources (and Risks) of Our Negative Emotions
[discussed in Chapter 3]

Most of us have troublesome misconceptions regarding how our 
bad feelings are generated. Here are the factors that lead to 
negative emotions: 

Bad feelings are generated by the way we think about what 
happens to us.

Contrary to popular belief, the vast majority of our negative 
emotions (possibly all) are not caused by unfortunate events or 
circumstances. Nor are they caused by the way other people 
behave. Misfortune and mistreatment merely provide the triggers
—or, more accurately, the opportunities—for us to employ
negative emotions, which are determined by the way we evaluate 
and interpret events. 

The particular emotion we feel is not the only valid emotion. 

While it is true that whatever dark emotions we experience are 
usually valid, other emotions—including positive feelings—can 
be equally appropriate in the same circumstances and under the 
same conditions. The emotion we feel depends on how we think 
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about the circumstances and evaluate them.

We let our bad feelings cause us to lose sight of immediate 
concerns.

Frequently we become so involved in experiencing our negative 
feelings that we find ourselves drawn into thinking about how to 
right the wrongs we have experienced. Or how to defend 
ourselves. Or how to cope with real or imagined future 
difficulties. Or we may fall into a despairing lassitude in response 
to supposed inadequacies. Any of these can cause us to neglect 
issues more relevant to our immediate needs. That neglect can 
result in serious consequences.

We use a frame of reference that provides quick access to a 
“preferred” negative emotional state.

Whenever other methods fail to provide us with that essential 
psychic feeling of being deserving, we often use a “shortcut 
route” to acquiring this inner assurance. We develop a persistent 
mental habit of interpreting life’s events in ways that are tailor-
made to rouse a specific negative emotion.

In this way we generate a “feel bad” emotion that serves to 
satisfy that basic psychic need. It is a reliable method we can fall 
back on that will establish or reconfirm that we are deserving. It 
works when other methods do not reassure us in this regard.

5. The Emotional-Payoff Concept
[discussed in Chapter 5] 

Think of the emotions as a means of communication that does 
not require the use of words or verbal expression. 
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Emotion is a form of communication.

Bad feelings convey both (1) an external (social) message and 
(2) an internal (psychic) message. 

The external message often elicits responses from other 
people.

When we feel bad we exhibit a demeanor that others note and 
often respond to. Moreover, their responses often serve our needs 
in some pragmatic way. 

The internal message provides subjective reassurance.

Feeling bad serves to validate that we are being the person our 
life-strategy calls on us to be. It does so in the following way: In 
order to assess what is going on in our lives and conclude things 
are not going well, we compare events against a “standard” we 
hold that describes the way things should be.

That process automatically reminds us and reassures us that 
we live by a set of rules and standards that makes our life-
strategy acceptable! So we are automatically reassured, through 
our values, that we are worthy and deserving!

While the cost to us is that we have to feel bad, that is far 
better than losing the sense of being deserving. 

Thus, the internal message is also a means of establishing 
and sustaining that essential inner sense of being a deserving 
person.

This inner sense about ourselves appears to be as vital to us 
psychically, as oxygen is to us physically. 
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Unfortunately, bad feelings often evolve into chronic 
emotional states.

Feeling bad is so effective in reassuring us that it can become the 
primary method of establishing that we are deserving. All too 
often, the result becomes persistent depression, frequent or 
constant anxiety, repetitious anger, recurrent guilt feelings, 
habitual boredom, or some other chronic bad feeling.

6. The Personal vs. Interpersonal Confusion
[discussed in Chapter 5]

It is important to make a clear distinction between our psychic 
needs and our social needs. Our psychic needs have to do with 
inner stuff—our sense of who we are and what we need in order 
to feel okay about ourselves. Our social needs have to do with 
interpersonal stuff—needs that are met by working and playing 
with other people. Each is an essential aspect of coping with life. 
But they are different. 

Unfortunately, we believe that our life strategy will influence 
both the psychic and the social realms of our lives with sufficient 
impact to satisfy both kinds of needs. Indeed, we expect the life 
strategy to do so. If it could and would, humankind’s lot might 
well be a happier one. But it doesn’t. As a result, people 
experience a great deal of emotional distress and confusion. 

We need to keep two considerations in mind:

1. Regarding our psychic needs, the life strategy works 
wonders. 

Confusion stems from the fact that the life strategy promises one 
thing but delivers another. It promises that (if we will just follow 
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the strategy) the decisions of others will be influenced in such a 
way that we will benefit. It says that, in the long run, we will get 
what we want. However, events rarely yield what we feel was 
promised. So we are disappointed and confused.

Nonetheless, acting in accordance with the life strategy does 
establish a basis for the feeling of being worthy. Whenever we 
follow the dictates of the life strategy, we get the feeling we 
deserve to have good things occur. Moreover, we discover this is 
a pleasant feeling. We learn that behaving in accordance with the 
life strategy gives us a way to feel good about who we are. In this 
regard it seems to be the only game in town.

We get confused because we think our life strategy is telling 
us how best to get along with others. We think this because we 
know that having good things happen inevitably relies upon 
decisions made either by or with other people. 

2. Regarding our interpersonal needs, the life strategy is 
inept.

Unfortunately, the life strategy exhibits no more than minimal 
influence over the decisions of others. In our interactions with 
them, we need to employ other resources and other methods—
such as assertiveness techniques, for example. We will influence 
ongoing events best if we use resources and methods that truly 
empower us. They assist us in interacting both amicably and 
effectively with others.

The Issue of Motivation
[discussed in Chapter 8]

The issue of motivation hovers over most of the discussions in 
this book. That makes it important to have a grasp of the basic 
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elements of motivation. Once again, these are:

• A Goal. This is something we want—or something we 
want to avoid.

• A Method. This is a procedure or process by which the 
goal can be reached.

• A Belief in Self. This is our personal confidence that we 
can use the method and achieve the goal.

Each element is essential. If any one of them is missing, we are 
not motivated—in which event we may remain idle, or we may 
go on to something else. 

When we don’t pursue significant goals that we set for 
ourselves, one of two things is happening. We may be responding 
to some alternative motivation that diverts us to pursue a 
different goal. Or we may be responding to some counter-
motivation—that is, we act in terms of a secondary motive that 
makes us avoid pursuing the primary goal. This happens when 
the counter-motivation prevents us from using the method for 
pursuing the primary goal. (This is a common problem with 
diets.) 

Alternative Motivation

When a secondary motivation is stronger than the primary one, it 
diverts our time and energy into channels totally unrelated to 
pursuit of the primary goal.

An example might be, “I know it’s necessary to study more to 
make good grades, but playing computer games is a lot more 
fun.” Result . . . less-than-good grades (but more fun than 
“hitting the books”).
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Counter-motivation

This occurs when a secondary motivation requires that we avoid
activities that are essential to pursuing the primary goal.

As an example of counter-motivation, a person may have a 
significant goal of dieting to lose weight. 

• Significant goal . . . lose weight. 

• Significant method . . . follow dietary guidelines closely. 
(Avoid snacks and “comfort foods.”)

• Significant belief in self . . . I understand the plan 
requirements fully, therefore I can follow it and lose 
weight. 

However, the person may also have a secret (or not-so-secret) 
motivation that sabotages losing weight.

• Secondary goal . . . maintain emotional stability.

• Secondary method . . . have a supply of “comfort food” 
on hand and indulge whenever there is a danger of 
succumbing to emotional extremes or distress.

• Secondary belief in self . . . Yes, I know how to keep 
comfort foods on hand, etc.

The motivation to indulge in “comfort food” sabotages the 
motivation to follow the diet plan. Result: Either failure to lose 
weight or failure to keep it off. 

In Summary 
Until we become fully familiar with the six groups of ideas listed 
above, remembering them will probably require a concerted 
effort. Unfortunately, we find it so natural to operate in terms of 
the life strategy that we deceive ourselves over and over by 
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blindly assuming the strategy will serve both our psychic and our 
interpersonal needs.

Behaving in accordance with our life-strategy is so 
comfortable. It seems innate and totally “natural.” But it is 
actually learned behavior that is self-taught and put into action 
by a process of decision making. Therefore it can be modified. 
However, to avoid being sucked back into old ways of reacting, 
continuing vigilance is necessary at the outset.

A final word regarding this chapter. If any of these ideas 
seems strange, it is probably a good idea to re-examine the 
earlier discussion(s) of that idea. You will find each of them 
earlier in the book. Go back and re-read about any that seem 
counter to your beliefs.
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He who makes of Comfort a Creed
Is destined to follow, rather than lead. 

 … Anonymous

13.  Challenging Your Comfort 
Zone

When people find it difficult to achieve results from the 
information, insights and advice in self-help books, one primary 
factor is often at the root of it. People strive to avoid letting their 
behavior stray outside their personal comfort zones. It works like 
this: 

Each of us has assembled a set of rules to live by. We learn 
through trial and error what works for us and what doesn’t. We 
learn that certain behaviors result in positive outcomes and 
others lead to negative ones.

Negative outcomes often cause us to feel put down one way 
or another. It may be that someone disapproves of some aspect of 
our behavior and their disapproval leads to unpleasant social or 
interpersonal consequences. Or it may be that we ourselves 
disapprove, because we believe we have failed to meet some 
standard we consider important.

In either case, we find ourselves outside the boundary of our 
comfort zone and that circumstance triggers unpleasant 
emotional reactions. We feel embarrassed or guilty or uneasy or 
unworthy or angry with ourselves. It can be quite an unpleasant 
experience! So we learn to keep our behavior within the confines 
of our individual “comfort zone.” 

As a result we become reluctant to cross the limits 
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established by our own rules. Based on our personal experience, 
we decide that certain responses and certain behaviors are “no-
no’s.” We teach ourselves to avoid behaviors that cross those 
borders. 

Revising Our Values
Basically, we need to give ourselves permission to think of 
ourselves as being on a par with others. We are just as important 
as they are. We have equal (or comparable) rights. Our feelings 
are just as significant as theirs. So we need to operate in terms of 
what we think or feel, not in terms of what others think or feel. 

It isn’t easy to shift our thoughts along these lines—but there 
is a simple approach that will help. Ask yourself some pointed 
questions when examining whether or not to make a 
commitment:

Imagine that you say . . . 

“Yes, I’ll do it.”

• How will you feel if you think of your time, your energy 
and your money as being equal in significance to the time, 
energy and money of the other person(s) involved?

• How will you feel if you think of your time, your energy 
and your money as being less significant than the time, 
energy and money of the other person(s) involved?

• How will you feel if you think of your time, your energy 
and your money as being more significant than the time, 
energy and money of the other person(s) involved?

Then ask yourself the same questions if you say . . . 
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“No, I can’t see my way clear to doing it.”

• How will you feel if you think of yourself as equal in 
significance?

• How will you feel if you think of yourself as less 
significant?

• How will you feel if you think of yourself as more 
significant? 

Then ask yourself . . .

• Which way does it make sense to think of myself?

And One Further Question

• Are you in the habit of saying “yes” to avoid feeling 
guilty? 

If so, you are probably thinking you are less significant than 
the other person(s), which means it’s a good idea to revise the 
boundaries of your comfort zone.
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Words are the most powerful drug used by 
mankind. 

… Rudyard Kipling

14.  The Process of Change
Looking at the information set forth in the preceding chapters, 
you may be wondering: How do I use it? What will it do for me? 
Why does it matter? 

Basically the answer is: The information is empowering! 

1. If you want to exercise control over your emotions, these 
ideas give you a way to do so. 

You can influence your feelings by managing how and what you 
think. Since your thoughts determine the emotions you 
experience, by becoming aware of your thoughts and 
expectations and by shifting them when necessary, you can take 
control of your emotions rather than letting them control you. In 
short, you can feel good rather than yucky. Your choice!

2. The ideas also provide ways for changing your behavior.

This makes it possible for you to be comfortable with how you 
act and react. In other words, it enables you to be in control of 
your inner, psychic self by avoiding doing things that violate your 
personal values. 

3. In addition, the ideas provide more effective ways to 
interact with others. 

This makes it possible for you to become more influential in 
interpersonal situations. In most situations, this ability enables 
you to have an impact on others when you choose to do so.
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Taken together, these ideas contribute to a life that is more 
effective, more fulfilling, more rewarding and usually more 
rewarded. For most people, that makes for a happier life. 

Approaches to Working through Change 
There are several ways in which we absorb and use information 
of any kind. This is especially true of information in self-help 
books.

• Some readers want suggestions or guidelines about how to 
use the ideas. In order to accommodate this group, many 
writers give formulas for how to apply their ideas.

• Other writers content themselves with showing how 
specific clients used the ideas and benefited from that 
process.

• Still others may simply explain how they themselves made 
use of the ideas set forth.

• And some writers make no attempt to explain how the 
information can be used, leaving it to the reader to work 
that out. 

In actuality, we learn on our own how to make use of any 
knowledge we acquire. While suggestions and examples can be 
helpful, ultimately you must apply your learning in the specific 
situations in your own life. For this reason, the application of our 
knowledge is private and personal. And it is the application of 
knowledge that establishes its usefulness.

For these reasons, the preceding chapters include all three 
kinds of information about applying the concepts. Some are 
suggestions that seemed relevant to the subject matter. Some are 
discussions of how people I’ve worked with and observed have 
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used the ideas. Some are from my own personal experience—and 
are implicit throughout the text. 

I caution the reader that, ultimately, it is up to you to create 
your own ways of making the ideas work for you. The objective 
is to develop a collaborative effort between you and your brain!

It can be helpful to write your brain a “Dear, Dear Brain” 
letter. Set forth in explicit terms what aspects of the ideas in this 
book you want your brain to work on with you. (Don’t worry 
about misspelled words or lapses in grammar. Your brain just 
needs the information about what you want it to do.) Give it a 
chance and it will probably surprise you by making connections 
and devising revised perspectives that will make your life better. 

Further along in these pages, I’ve included some “Dear, Dear 
Brain” letters. They will give you an idea about how some people 
have used this technique.

What to Look for . . . and Look Out for
Regrettably, we can be totally beguiled by the influence the life 
strategy wields over how we feel. We tend to evaluate our 
behavior in terms of whether it honors our life-strategy 
commitment. When it does, we pay little attention to signals that 
point to what we enjoy. Thus we miss the clues that would 
accurately inform us what is truly relevant to our psychic well-
being. 

Here are some ways we do this: We don’t notice when we 
lose track of time. We don’t notice when we become so absorbed 
in an activity that our awareness of everything else closes down. 
We don’t notice when we ignore hunger or pain because our 
faculties are fully engaged with what we are doing.
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We miss these cues because our desire to live up to the life 
strategy commitment is so persistent and unremitting. We 
evaluate far too much of our experience in terms of whether we 
are measuring up to that pledge.

These lapses of attention make us ignore significant 
information. Here are some hints regarding how to interpret 
“body signals” that are informative. 

1. Observe what you are doing when you become and 
stay absorbed.

People fail to monitor whether or not they are engaged in an 
activity that leads to becoming totally interested.

Our bodies have an innate capacity to know whether or not 
we are engaging in something that we like—or (alternatively) 
something that brings on psychic stress. Our response can tell us 
whether we are enjoying the moment. But most people don’t 
realize what such a body response reveals. So, from time to time, 
ask yourself if you are absorbed in your current activity. If so, it’s 
likely to be something you find rewarding!

2. Observe your awareness of the passage of time.

When people are absorbed in something that holds their 
attention, time seems to pass quickly. When time seems to go 
faster than usual, we can be pretty sure that whatever is going on 
is either interesting or exciting or both. The opposite can also be 
true, that time seems to drag whenever we are doing something 
we do not enjoy.

Again the body is transmitting a signal. Though we may 
notice this pace-of-time factor, we seldom realize that it means 
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we are doing something that provides genuine basic satisfaction. 
So, from time to time ask yourself whether time seems to be 
flowing faster or slower than usual.

3. Observe when—and how quickly—you tire.

People also misinterpret fatigue. Think for a moment about 
engaging in activities you don’t enjoy. Such activities wear you 
out more quickly than activities you enjoy. For example, 
becoming tired after several innings of vigorous softball is to be 
expected, provided you enjoy playing the game. But becoming 
tired during or after an inning or two probably indicates you 
don’t care for the game all that much.

Many people would allow this useful information to slip away 
unevaluated. So, from time to time ask yourself whether you are 
tiring faster than usual or whether you seem to enjoy boundless 
energy. 

Unless you learn to monitor, interpret, and assess the significance 
of these three factors—(1) being and staying interested, (2) 
having time slip rapidly by, and (3) becoming appropriately 
fatigued—you are handicapped in obtaining a clear evaluation of 
your likes and dislikes.

Other Precautions 
As you think about your responses and behavior, you need to be 
aware of potential pitfalls that will lead to misleading 
conclusions.

As an example, in assessing whether and when you become 
interested in a subject or activity, there are two major ways of 
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misinterpreting your responses. 

First, a common mistake is to confuse absorbed interest with 
obsessing. You can check this for yourself by seeing if you can 
switch your attention away from the subject that absorbs you. If 
you have trouble pulling away—that is, if your thoughts tend to 
go over and over the same material—that is strong evidence that 
you are obsessing. Especially if unpleasant feelings are present. 
Obsessive interest does not give you the kind of insight you need 
for altering old behaviors. 

Second, the most common problem of all is engaging 
automatically in activities that show you are living up to the life-
strategy commitment. You may find that you often become 
totally absorbed in such endeavors without any awareness that 
you’ve been drawn into them. A person does this primarily 
because it gratifies the commitment to one’s strategy. This is 
precisely the kind of activity that you are striving to become 
aware of so you can free yourself of the expectations it fosters. 

Similar challenges apply to noting the nature of passing time. 
Ask yourself four questions:

1. Do you become so absorbed in an activity that you lose 
track of time?

2. When your involvement in an activity ends, do you feel 
you want it to continue?

3. When you look back, does it seem that time passed 
quickly?

4. Did you anticipate a clear, practical payoff that could 
result from the time and effort you invested?

A “yes” answer to the first three questions show that this 
activity is one that you enjoy—either because it is intrinsically 
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pleasurable for you or because it generates that all-important 
feeling of being deserving. A “no” answer to the fourth question 
suggests that you probably embarked on this activity in order to 
show you were honoring your life-strategy commitment.

If these tests indicate that your interest seems excessive, the 
activity may be one that provides important subjective rewards. 
To make sure you are not obsessing, check whether you are 
simply operating in a manner that honors your life strategy 
commitment. If so, keep in mind that this is an aspect of your 
behavior to get under control so that you are not compulsive 
about it.

Summary
Each of us has individual likes and dislikes. The most practical 
way to determine whether we like or dislike something is 
through our body responses. Two general rules apply:

1. When we encounter something that produces a positive 
body response, we like whatever it is.

2. If it produces a negative body response, we don’t like it.

In order to organize our lives effectively in the pursuit of 
happiness, we need to know what our body responses are. Only 
then can we structure our time in ways that support being happy 
and prevent our bodies from rebelling against our behavior. The 
body response is like a tattletale, an indicator regarding what we 
personally want and like.

Unfortunately, when we adopt a life strategy our attention is 
drawn—as if by a powerful magnet—away from paying attention 
to what our body tells us. Our attention becomes focused instead 
on whether we are living up to the requirements of the life 
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strategy. The result is that we cease learning about and 
cataloguing what we find gratifying. 

Ask yourself the question, “Do I like the taste of orange 
juice?” (If you don’t drink orange juice, think about some other 
beverage.)

How do you know whether you like the taste? 

Your tongue tells you!

You may think you like it because it is nutritious. After all, it 
does contain vitamin C and other healthful stuff. But that is 
about wanting to be healthy and vigorous instead of sick and 
lethargic. Information about these nutrients has the potential to 
convince you that orange juice can contribute significantly to 
being and staying healthy. But that has nothing to do with 
whether you like the taste. 

It is important to make this distinction about many things in 
life. 

The orange juice example illustrates in sensory terms one of 
the primary difficulties generated by the life strategy. As it 
happens, orange juice has a strong flavor, so one tends to be 
aware of the body response to it. It is therefore relatively easy to 
perceive the distinction. Unfortunately, in other areas—especially 
those involving other people and their responses—it is not 
always that easy.
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Where distraction waxes, success wanes.
… Scottish Adage

15.  Confronting the Issues
Ready for the really hard stuff? The stuff you’ve been dreading? 
The stuff you don’t want to know about yourself? The stuff that 
will make you regret you ever considered pursuing change—
through self-help or otherwise? 

Well, you won’t find it here! I believe finding a better 
approach to life should be, can be, and is . . . fun! Let’s 
understand that we all blunder our way along sometimes. Let’s 
strive to honor an idea we got—in a flash of insight when we 
were probably less than three years old—as the stuff of comedy. 
It’s a hoot that this idea shapes our responses and emotions. Such 
insights provide the basis for us to laugh at ourselves (for taking 
ourselves so seriously) and the basis for us to laugh at 
humankind (for its gross misunderstanding of itself). What fools 
we mortals make of ourselves! 

So . . . you can relax. 

Restructuring your life isn’t just a matter of acquiring a 
pocketful of concepts, then skipping merrily down the road of 
time. It requires thinking about your behavior in an objective, 
uncritical manner. And making uncritical inferences. (Note the 
emphasis placed on the word “uncritical.” You are not a bad 
person—or stupid or weak or any other negative trait—for 
coming up with a life strategy. You simply need to start exploring 
new attitudes and approaches to life.) Restructuring your life 
means both coming up with alternative behaviors, and finding 
alternative ways of providing the rewards and payoffs that will 
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reinforce those behaviors.

Think of the process as an adventure!

Diversion 
Because the life strategy promises to reward us with good things, 
we invest ourselves in monitoring whether or not we are living 
up to its requirements. The upshot is that we measure ourselves 
by how well we believe we are honoring our life-strategy 
commitment.

Unfortunately, this results in a twofold deficit. One is that we 
neglect exploring new and different aspects of life—things that 
might prove interesting, challenging, involving, and absorbing. 
The other is that we neglect to monitor whether an activity is 
interesting for its own sake, independently of how nicely it may 
fulfill the requirements of the life strategy. 

As a result, many people have no idea what would make 
them happy or give them pleasure. They can usually tell you 
what they don’t like. In fact, they can provide a long list. This is a 
sad state of affairs. Not surprisingly, when people are confronted 
with questions like, “What do you want? What would make you 
happy?” they have no ready answers. They often ask for 
suggestions about what to do.

When I was starting out as a therapist, I tried to provide 
answers that were so extreme they would be taken as outrageous 
suggestions. For example, “Have you ever jumped out of an 
airplane?” Or, “Have you ever explored a sunken ship using 
SCUBA gear?” 

I was shocked when one young lady returned with 
documentary photos. One showed her in free fall from 5,000 
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feet! Another showed her in full diving gear pointing to her 
depth meter, a wrecked ship in the background! (She admitted 
the skydive gave her an adrenaline rush she might consider 
repeating. But she also vowed never, ever to don SCUBA gear 
again.) 

Inasmuch as I had not meant for my “suggestions” to be 
taken literally, I became more cautious in offering them. Now I 
suggest, “Make a list of things you’ve never done—and start 
doing some of them. It doesn’t matter which. But, during the 
time you are doing them, be sure to monitor what you are 
feeling.” In this way you can collect a bunch of activities and 
memories. By noting which activities you find interesting or give 
you pleasure, you can gain the self insight you need to plan a life 
of activities you enjoy. 

Unfortunately, we tend to focus instead on the two tasks 
implicit in the life strategy: (1) living up to the life-strategy 
commitment and (2) demonstrating to ourselves and to others 
that we are doing so. Inasmuch as the life strategy leaves the 
responsibility for providing the things we need and enjoy in the 
hands of others, as long as we follow the strategy it isn’t essential 
for us to know what we want. In fact, it doesn’t even seem 
relevant! Others are supposed to figure that out.

As a result, we stop investigating the question, “What do I 
like?” Instead we focus on living according to the strategy. In this 
regard, it is remarkable how many people answer the question, 
“What do you want?” with a list of things they don’t want.

Communication
Most people shortchange learning how to be effective in the 
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processes of communication. Since each of us knows what we 
intend to convey, we believe our meaning will be clear to others. 
Two types of difficulties are common.

On one hand, we might fail to make sure the other person 
realizes that we understand his or her point of view. This obstacle 
can usually be dealt with by paraphrasing what the person is 
saying—so he recognizes that he has been heard and accurately 
interpreted.

An additional hurdle can arise if the other person proves 
unwilling to let us say our piece, which will call for the use of 
assertiveness techniques. But, once the other person recognizes 
she has been heard, then she usually becomes willing to listen.

The second kind of problem comes up because many people 
don’t realize how difficult it is to avoid vagueness and ambiguity. 
Often, people believe that all they need to do is keep their words 
in compliance with their life strategy—and then everything will 
fall into place and good things will follow. They see little need to 
sharpen their communication skills. As a result, they are 
frequently ineffective and misunderstood when they speak up or 
act out their messages.

Interpersonal Skills
As would be expected, the skills a person develops tend to be 
centered on where he or she focuses primary attention. For this 
reason, people learn to do quite well at whatever expertise the 
life strategy calls for. Unfortunately, other abilities tend to be less 
well developed. All too often, this results in a lack of those skills 
that contribute to successful relationships. 

Any number of specific skills are relevant: Engaging with 
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others in mutually meaningful activities involves being 
functionally interdependent. This works best when the parties can 
communicate effectively. Another skill that helps is the ability to 
interact with others constructively. A third involves how to be 
assertive without seeming to be pig-headed. Plus being skilled in 
bargaining and negotiating techniques.

About the ability to communicate—when we focus on 
showing others that we are complying with our life-strategy, we 
are engaging in non-direct forms of communication. As a result, 
our true intentions are often either misheard or misunderstood.

About interacting with others—when we rely on the life 
strategy to influence others, we fail to learn much about how to 
motivate them. We believe that if we demonstrate that we are 
honoring our commitment, other people should respond the way 
we want them to. As a result, we concentrate on being good (or 
smart, or attractive, or whatever) and on showing that we are. 
Learning to assert ourselves and learning to bargain and 
negotiate are secondary, if they are on our agenda at all. So we 
learn all too few of the interpersonal skills we need in order to 
interact successfully with others. 

About being assertive and learning bargaining and 
negotiating know how—all interactions with other people 
involve a two-way “give and get.” Each person both gives 
something and gets something in return. If we are unassertive, if 
we lack the skills to bargain and negotiate, we risk being short-
changed in our dealings with others. And when that happens, we 
may feel cheated, helpless, and used. Therefore it is important to 
give ourselves permission to be assertive—and if we don’t know 
what that means, it is important to give ourselves permission to 
learn about it and learn to become adept in its use. 
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Bargaining and Negotiating

Bargaining and negotiating sound like aspects of trade—as 
indeed they are. But they also enter into interpersonal 
interactions of all kinds.

We engage with others because we want something. Let’s call 
it “bargaining” when we arrange for what we want through open 
discussion, as in “Would it be acceptable to you if I trade you this 
gizmo plus $20 in exchange for that widget?” And let’s call it 
“negotiation” when some or all of the important exchange 
involves elements that are not openly discussed. This type of 
transaction occurs often, as in the thought, “I know my son 
Richard wants a guitar; maybe if I give him a guitar he will be 
willing to mow the lawn this summer.” Many transactions involve 
this kind of unstated element that involves a hoped-for outcome. 

An important concept to keep in mind in dealing with others 
is that one of the things all people want is validation. Providing it 
without calling attention to it can be very effective in 
negotiating. A person receiving validation from you may not 
know why he or she is so favorably inclined toward you, but 
often becomes curiously willing to make an especially attractive 
“deal.”

Improving Bargaining and Negotiating Skills

There are ways to enhance one’s skills at both bargaining and 
negotiating. In bargaining, it is important to know the top value 
you place on what you want. How much time, energy, money (or 
other possessions) are you willing to give up in order to obtain 
what you want? You begin bargaining by offering something less 
than you are actually willing to invest. This allows you to know 
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how much wiggle room you have during the bargaining.

Negotiating is a subtle process in which the desired objective 
is often, if not always, concealed in a hidden agenda. While this 
approach gains the disapproval of those who advocate openness, 
for our purposes it will be considered okay to use because we are 
going to be diligent about seeing that the person with whom we 
negotiate receives something he or she considers valuable in the 
transaction.

Changing Our Expectations
Discovering that our life strategy is inept makes us aware that we 
need to develop better methods if we want to influence the 
decisions of other people. The life strategy works so poorly in 
persuading others to do as we wish because its usefulness is 
misunderstood. It was devised by a person two and a half to 
three years of age, a person with very little knowledge of how 
the world really works and even less regarding how to motivate 
other people. 

On the face of it, the life-strategy is intended to influence 
other people. Yet, no one agreed to do anything in response to 
our living up to our commitment. In truth, others will seldom act 
in ways that benefit us. Moreover, as a rule, our life-strategy 
behavior does not influence others to make decisions that serve 
our wishes. As a result, events often do not turn out the way we 
would like and we are confused by that fact. We do our part, but 
the world doesn’t respond. 

As an example, if I help a neighbor deal with having a flat 
tire, then—according to the strategy—I am entitled to expect the 
neighbor to be helpful when I need to, say, repair my fence. If the 
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neighbor does not do so, then what?

• Should I be disappointed? I probably will if I expected
more. (But where did my expectation come from?)

• Should I be angry? I will if I feel entitled to more. (How 
did I come to believe I have some entitlement?)

• Should I be depressed? I will if I feel powerless to 
influence others. (Why would I believe in universal 
reciprocity: “If I help you, you’ll help me”?)

• Should I be anxious? I will if I feel so unable to protect 
myself from exploitation that the future seems dark. 
(What do I believe will protect me from the self-oriented 
decisions of others?)

It might seem that when our strategy fails, we would simply 
revise it. But we don’t. There are several reasons why we don’t, 
two of which can be understood immediately. 

You Can’t Fix What You Don’t Know You Have

Quite simply, as already mentioned, we can’t revise our life 
strategy because we don’t know we are using it.

Remember that we have no awareness of making the 
inference that led to the strategy and the decision to adopt it. 
These take place without our being conscious of them. We have 
no inkling that we strive continuously to live up to the 
commitment or that we are constantly driven to show the world 
that we are doing so. Although the requirements are relentless 
and we are compulsive about them, we don’t know we are so 
compelled. That is one reason we don’t rethink our strategy and 
change it.
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Reinforcement Provides Apparent Validity

The second reason we don’t revise our contract is that our belief 
in the underlying strategy gets reinforced from time to time. 

Whenever anything good or nice happens to us, that 
“reward” seems to be due to our efforts to comply—and 
therefore serves as evidence that the strategy works. It feels right
somehow. And we find it more reassuring to confirm our belief in 
the strategy than to challenge it. So we gather up evidence at an 
intuitive level that the strategy is effective—and we explain away 
evidence that it is not.

We explain away the failure by drawing negative conclusions 
about ourselves or about the world. If things don’t go the way we 
want, we may conclude that we haven’t been diligent enough in 
living up to our side of the commitment. Which means we must 
try harder. Alternatively, we may conclude that the person or 
persons we are dealing with—or the world in general—is tough, 
difficult, mean, or hostile.

In any case, however we explain things to ourselves, we are 
vulnerable to an onrush of bad feelings. 

Formative Factors
The essence of the idea of a life strategy is that every person 
adopts one and thereafter it influences everything that person 
does. Several factors unite to cause us to adopt it: 

• our curiosity about things

• our desire to examine, explore, and understand

• our ability to remember

• having our wishes thwarted
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• being told we don’t measure up to someone’s hopes, 
wishes, or expectations

• our capacity to link events

• our capacity to make inferences

• our ability to make decisions

Our aim in adopting the strategy is to empower ourselves 
through being a person with a specific positive trait. But the life 
strategy leaves power in the hands of others. That’s why it 
doesn’t work.

To rectify this problem, we must find out how to avoid having 
unrealistic expectations based on the early life strategy—and 
empower ourselves in real terms with other traits and abilities.
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We can’t make luck happen, but we can 
place ourselves in its meandering path. That 
is the key to success. 

… Warren Driscol

16.  Form a Partnership with 
Your Brain 

From the previous chapters, two things become evident:

1. Problems can and do derive from the way our brains 
interpret the world and engage with it. This may be true 
of only a fraction of our problems—or all of them. All too 
frequently it is true of a major portion of our most 
challenging problems. 

2. Our brains don’t keep us fully informed about their 
activities. Much—perhaps most—of their work goes on 
outside of our awareness. 

To get our brains to reassess some of their behind-the-scenes 
activities, we must devise a means of interactive communication 
with it. Some people are able to achieve this through the process 
of meditation. An alternate method is to start by writing your 
brain a letter. Treat it as a friend, willing and able to help, but 
who needs certain elements from you to participate.

Dear-dear Brain:
Begin with your sincere appreciation for the good things your 
brain has done for you. After all, it has been taking care of you 
for a significant number of years. So I suggest addressing the 
letter to your “Dear-dear Brain, . . .”
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Think about how you’d like your brain to assist you in 
employing some of the ideas you’ve learned. Ask your brain for 
assistance in implementing them in order to achieve goals that 
will prove beneficial to both you and your brain. 

Chances are that in this process, you will clarify your thinking 
and your goals. Chances are that this exercise will elicit a 
collaborative relationship between you and your brain. The 
difference in your relationship may seem slight or subtle at first, 
but the difference can prove to be profound. 

And perhaps you want to thank your brain in advance for 
whatever help it gives you in your self-help endeavors.

Here are some examples of how other people have used this 
exercise.

Letter 1

Thank You, Dear, Dear Brain,

You have provided us with automatic responses in difficult—
even embarrassing—situations for years. You did so without any 
indication you were engaged in the process. That’s truly 
remarkable. 

Now, though, I want to become part of a partnership—one 
where we exchange ideas, examine alternatives, consider 
consequences, and make decisions together. Is that too much to 
ask? 

I know you are used to acting alone, and heretofore I’ve been 
pretty much in the role of your trusting automaton. 

But now I want things to be different.

Here’s my offer: 
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I’ll stop thinking of you as a malevolent force in my life 
(something I’ve always feared you’d turn out to be) and consider 
you to be a guardian and caretaker. 

In return, I’m asking you to permit me to become more aware 
of your processes as they are taking place!

I’m confident this arrangement will work better for us both. I 
truly believe we’ll both do better and be better off if we work 
together in a cooperative mode. 

Yours truly, for a lasting collaboration. 

Your Obedient Servant,

Letter 2

Dear, dear Brain: 

You’re amazing!

For years, now, you’ve been calling the shots. And we’ve 
stumbled along through life kind of okay, but never quite making 
it big. I want to give you credit for carrying us this far. 

But there has been something missing. We never seem to 
connect successfully with other people. I recognize you have a 
way that you see as appropriate behavior for the person we’ve 
been striving to become. And I know you thought that behavior 
would have a positive influence on others (and get us what we 
want in life). 

All the same, I think it’s time to take a different approach. I 
think it’s time to learn to give others reason to be motivated to 
take actions and make decisions that will benefit us as well as 
themselves. I want your active and, hopefully, enthusiastic 
participation. I want that because I recognize your 
resourcefulness, your creativity, your imaginativeness, your 
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tirelessness in your search for solutions. 

Moreover, I’m sure we can have fun in the process.

Working together, I know we can be a great team. 

Yours in Fraternity,

The Conscious Me

Letter 3

My Dearest Brain,

You keep my body working, you solve problems, you store 
information and make it available on demand. In addition you 
store for recall all of my experience. 

But why do you have to make the sleights, the put-downs, the 
wants and needs that were ignored by parents on top? They are 
the first things remembered, rather than the triumphs. 

Brain, it’s time to put the festival that I virtually ran and the 
presentation that I arranged and made for the club at the top of 
the “remembered experiences” pile. The first occurred before I 
was out of High School. The second while I was in college. They 
were the best years of my growing-up years. 

There were others. I got out of my marriage intact. I’ve been 
financially independent since then. I resisted parental pressure to 
“buy” a close relative’s affection because I knew it was better for 
both of us. There were bright spots but I got little positive 
feedback or recognition. 

Brain, I need to have these positive experiences on top so I 
can draw strength from them. I need to have my successes on top 
of the pile so I can use that knowledge (both the feeling of 
achievement and the processes) to keep moving forward. 
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Recalling only the negative experiences is paralyzing. It takes 
more effort to recall the positive and then to use it and that is not 
good. Please reverse our memory pile so that I can more easily 
access feeling successful rather than feeling defeated. 

Sincerely,

Letter 4

Hellooo, dear Brain! 

You’re a sneaky one! You keep devising ways for me and 
words for me that let the world draw inferences about what kind 
of person I am—and you do it without giving me the slightest 
hint that I’m always involved in communicating who I am to the 
world.

Pretty sneaky, if you ask me (which you didn’t). 

Now I want you to employ some of that guile in another way. 
I want you to . . . 

Letter 5

Dear-dear Brain,

I use the expression “dear-dear” for two reasons:

One, to let you know this is not a “Dear John” letter. I’m not 
trying to separate from you. Quite the opposite. I want us to 
work together toward a different approach to life. So I address 
you, I appeal to you, as my “dear-dear” Brain!

Two, I want to emphasize how much I appreciate what you’ve 
done for me. You’ve been tireless in our pursuit of becoming who 
we are today. I’m proud of who we’ve become and I recognize 
what a central role you had in that process. But now we need to 
undertake a cooperative effort—or should I say a collaborative 
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effort—to engage in a slight restructuring of ideas. 

After considerable thought, I’ve come to the conclusion that 
we need to alter one of our basic beliefs. We’ve had the idea that 
becoming a certain kind of person (say a [good]-kind-of-person), 
along with making sure that the world knows we are a [good]-
kind-of-person, will somehow make everything okay in our life. 
What we need to believe is that becoming a [good]-kind-of-
person will enable us to feel okay about us. Period. There need 
be no other payoff!

I want to make clear that there is neither need to change who 
we are or reason to change who we are. But we can be a lot more 
satisfied with life if we invest in two kinds of effort. 

One effort involves shifting some of our energy away from 
broadcasting to the world that we are a [good]-kind-of-person. 
Dear-dear Brain, this is where you come in. You’ve been quietly 
selecting what to say (or do) in every situation we encounter, 
then having me act on your decision. Most of the time I’ve had 
no idea why I choose to behave a certain way. I’ve just done it 
because it “felt right.” Now—and I know it’s been with your help
—I’m learning why I do what I do and say what I do. I think it’s 
time we take it a step further. I think it is time for us to add a 
new dimension to that process. Awareness. Consciousness. 
Perceiving what we’re doing and why while we’re doing it!

The second effort involves assessing situations in terms of 
what we want and what is available (both immediately and 
potentially). Only then will we be able to determine how best to 
interact with others. To obtain worldly payoffs we need to 
understand as exactly as possible what we stand to gain or lose. 
We already know a great deal about how the world works, but 
we don’t operate much in terms of that knowledge. Instead, 
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when we strive to make sure the world has evidence that we’re a 
[good]-kind-of-person, we fall back on the idea that doing so is 
all that is necessary. Unfortunately that doesn’t cut it. It takes 
relevant action to obtain worldly payoffs. 

That’s the story. How about it?

Very Sincerely,

Suggested Format
Remember the structure. First, acknowledgment and thanks. 
Then, request for cooperation in implementing a joint effort to 
achieve a goal or goals that will prove mutually beneficial.

Addressee: “Dear-dear Brain,”

Your appreciation: Express your admiration for something 
your brain has done right . . . some way your brain has served 
to make your life easier or better.

Your reason for writing: Ask your brain to collaborate with 
you to revise your behavior—especially to become less 
compulsive about showing others you are a certain kind of 
person (i.e., an “X-person”). Also ask for your brain’s cooperation 
in learning to use your powers and skills to improve the quality 
of your life.

Possible content: You might ask your brain to reconsider the 
way you use the Life Strategy. You could include ideas about how 
to deal with, cope with, or improve on . . .

• Alerting me when I am diverted or distracted from 
important goals, or obsessing over my Life Strategy.

• Helping me discover what I do and don’t find satisfying, 
activities that would make my life better.
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• Assisting me in learning new interpersonal skills. 
(Because we focused so totally on becoming a [good]-type 
of person, we haven’t developed methods of interacting 
with others and building functional interdependencies.)

• Raising my economic awareness. (Understanding the 
interdependencies that underlie how the world works 
often helps us position ourselves for useful, interesting 
engagement with our surroundings.)

• Motivating others to take my hopes, wishes and concerns 
into consideration when making their own plans and 
decisions. 

• Helping me remember the limitations of the Life Strategy 
when things “go wrong.” 

• Keeping me on track regarding what I stand to gain (or 
lose) in the situations I encounter.

• Helping me explore why I commit myself to a Life 
Strategy and why I don’t drop it when it proves so 
ineffective.

Your sincere thanks: In advance, for your brain’s willingness 
to cooperate and participate. You know how much help your 
brain can be!
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Whatever we undertake, seeing challenges as 
opportunities to discover our strengths and 
weaknesses is what makes life an ongoing 
adventure. 

… Frank Buck

17.  Getting Down to 
Decisive Action 

There are various ways to use the information set forth in the 
preceding chapters. The hopes and wishes of most people fall 
into four categories: 

1. For one, they may want to gain control over their 
emotions—to limit or minimize undesirable feelings that 
degrade the quality of life. 

2. For another, they may want to alter, revise, or drop some 
behavior pattern that interferes with pursuing and 
achieving desired goals and thereby does them a 
disservice.

3. For a third, they may want to gain the ability to reshape 
their interpersonal relationships either in their personal 
lives or in their professional activities. Or both. 

4. And finally, they may want to enhance their sense of self. 
That is, improve their self confidence and their self 
image. 

While there is considerable overlap in these pursuits, there 
are also some differences. So it may be worthwhile to look at 
them one at a time. 
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Reining in Undesired Emotion
Any emotion that is both extremely intense and prolonged is 
probably troubling. This is true whether the emotion is negative, 
such as depression, or positive, such as elation. For that reason it 
is desirable to be able to orchestrate our emotions—and invoke 
whatever emotion we want for ourselves in any circumstance. 
Let’s begin by looking at the emotions in opposing pairs.

Take anger versus guilt. When we are angry, we usually think 
someone other than ourselves is doing something wrong or 
unfair, often in situations where we can do little or nothing about 
it. With guilt, we think we ourselves are doing (or have done) 
something wrong or unfair to someone else. 

Similarly, we can look at depression versus feeling good as 
opposites. In one case, we think about how we are deprived 
(what we don’t have, what we can’t get, what we can’t do, or 
what we are not that we wish we were), and we become 
depressed. In the other case, we feel good when we are aware of 
and enjoying what we have, what we can do, what we believe we 
can get, or what we are that we respect. 

We can also contrast anxiety versus amusement as a related 
pair. Anxiety results from focusing on challenges ahead of us that 
we feel will prove difficult, which leads us to feel tense about the 
future. Amusement comes when our focus is not on future 
troubles but on present or future issues—ranging from how to 
address problems we can handle to awareness of life’s 
absurdities. That brings about a reduction of tension. We feel 
okay and enjoy whatever is going on. 

The fourth pair, boredom versus interest, are not always 
considered emotions. However, they are subject to the same 
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kinds of triggering events and the same kinds of controls as other 
emotions, so they are included here. When we view everything as 
so flat and humdrum that nothing seems worth a second look or 
thought, we experience boredom. The opposite approach is to 
find a multiplicity of things fascinating, and feel absorbed in the 
details of how they work and how they interact with other 
elements in the universe. Actually the universe is so vast and so 
complex it offers an infinity of things and systems worthy of our 
interest and absorption. So boredom is a puzzling affect. 

The “Unfairness” Mindset

It’s one thing to get angry. It’s another to get angry a lot. It’s still 
another to stay angry much of the time.

It is not difficult to identify injustice and unfairness in the 
events of the world. And sometimes those events affect our lives. 
Sometimes they are even aimed at us personally. But a person 
with a mindset that seizes on them and holds on is vulnerable to 
repeated bouts of anger, possibly mounting to rage. It could even 
go so far as to become chronic.

This mindset derives from a fundamental belief that “people 
are out to take advantage of me or look down on me one way or 
another.” That mindset is a habit. It can be broken. It is founded 
on lack of trust.

In fact, many people in this world are helpful, kind, 
thoughtful, and would not want to upset or hurt anyone. 
Moreover, the majority of people are actually indifferent to most 
other people and are certainly not out to “get” anyone. But the 
individual with the mindset geared to identify unfairness brushes 
these facts aside as insignificant compared to the insult, slight, or 
other unfairness that threatens them. For them, those are beliefs 
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with traction.

Developing Trust 

The basic issue here is trust. Reshaping one’s fundamental belief 
requires learning to recognize whom to trust and in what ways to 
trust. So, make yourself a list of trust issues. Then think about 
your acquaintances; find ways you think they can be trusted. 
Here are some samples: 

If you loaned this person $5, do you feel reasonably sure they 
would repay you? (Note that the level of risk is quite low. Which 
means that misplacing one’s trust in this situation would not be 
catastrophic. Annoying, perhaps, but not disastrous.) 

How about $50? (Higher risk.) 

$500? 

How about $5,000? Or, if you are a high roller, $50,000? (At 
some point the amount becomes too high to take the risk of 
losing it. The impact of an inappropriate extension of trust 
becomes potentially catastrophic.)

So—as the cost of misplacing trust goes up, the willingness to 
extend trust declines. (See diagram.)
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The Level of Risk Versus a Reasonable Degree of Trust

A few more examples:

If they invited you to lunch with them (their treat) at a 
particular restaurant, could you rely on them to show up? 

Suppose they need to make a good impression somewhere 
and ask to borrow your favorite shirt or blouse—would you get it 
back in good condition?

If the two of you hit on a business idea, would they honor 
whatever agreements you made about responsibilities?

If you told them something in confidence, do you believe 
they would keep it to themselves? 

(Add additional challenges, relevant to your life, that involve 
the question of placing trust in an acquaintance. Devise your 
personal list.)

When you think of someone you know, continue coming up 
with trust challenges with that person until you find ways in 
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which you can trust them. There will be ways. It’s up to you to 
find them for yourself. That process will make it clear to you that 
the belief “people are out to take advantage of me” is not a 
universal truth. Actually, there are lots and lots of people who 
want to be helpful.

Know Yourself
The Appendix contains a questionnaire that may help you 
determine the significant element(s) in your life strategy. It is 
designed to reveal the relative importance to you of each of seven 
basic value-categories that become central life-strategy elements. 

Usually your life strategy will be some form of the category in 
which you have the highest score. If there is a tie for highest 
score, think about which of these values you often exhibit to the 
world in your everyday behavior. The other high scores very 
likely function in a supportive capacity rather than playing a 
dominant role in your response patterns.

Changing One’s Behavior Patterns & Reshaping 
Relationships

Learning new, alternative behavior always involves taking risks. 
Something that works for another person may not work as well 
for you. Or, you may make mistakes during the learning process. 
(In fact, this is pretty much guaranteed to happen!) Reshaping 
relationships means learning new ways of interacting with 
others, which also involves trying out new behaviors, taking 
risks, and going outside your “comfort zone” of behaviors and 
values. The following chapter explores these issues in depth.



-160-

A life that is unexamined is not worth living. 
… Plato

Conclusion
The ultimate objective of self-help psychology books is to enable 
the reader to bring about some sort of change.

It may be a change in the reader—or it may be a change in 
someone else. It may be a change in behavior, a change in 
reactions to troubling or irritating events, a change in 
relationships, a change in emotional responses, a change in the 
way one looks at things, a change in understanding—or some 
combination of these. But some kind of change is the goal. 

Psychology books usually assume (and often assure you) that 
if you learn to see the events and circumstances of your life the 
way the author recommends, you will become able to achieve the 
change you desire and that will make life better. While authors 
may not openly state that assumption, it is implicit. 

Yet, many people find that reading and studying self-help 
books does not enable them to achieve the objective(s) they 
hoped for. The books may be interesting. They may be thought 
provoking. They may enable their readers to be more aware of 
psychological issues and interpersonal dynamics. They may even 
be entertaining. But many of their readers—perhaps I should say 
most of their readers—continue to exhibit the same troubling 
behaviors, have the same unwanted reactions, fall victim to the 
same stressful difficulties in their relationships, and experience 
the same problem-ridden emotional responses that led them to 
read the self-help book in the first place. 

This holds true of other kinds of self-help books as well. 
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Weight loss books, for example, are often big sellers, but they 
seldom bring about long-term weight reduction. Money-
management books are another example. They may prove 
popular with the public, but they generally fail to bring about 
any significant change in their reader’s financial condition. 

That doesn’t mean all these books are worthless. They 
frequently contain information that is useful. They usually offer 
different ways of looking at one’s problems and can therefore be 
helpful in thinking about the dynamics involved in the situations 
their readers find troubling.

But ways of thinking are just that. Ways of thinking. They do 
not provide the same kind of life experience one gets from doing. 
They don’t have the full range of detail of actual encounters. It 
isn’t that the ideas are not useful. It is just that they can never 
cover all contingencies. 

This raises two important points. 

1. The first is the one just stated: No system presented in a 
book can offer more than a model. The reality of 
people’s situations will always contain elements that a 
book does not encompass. This inevitably provides a 
rationale for the reader to continue to use the same old 
patterns of behavior. 

2. The second point: There is something about people that 
resists change. Although people want things to be more 
to their liking, when it comes right down to having to 
change to make life better, that’s not easy.

There are reasons why people resist change. The main one is 
that a person’s reactions and responses are formed from his or 
her personal life experiences. Our brains fashion our behavior 
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(which includes our reactions and responses) in terms of what 
has happened to us.

To alter our behavior, we have to go against what our brains 
have concluded is the best way to handle things. Instead of using 
our own experience to determine how to respond, how to feel, 
how to react and how to behave, we are called on to use 
someone else’s experience!

Our brains balk at this requirement. It goes against our inner 
common sense. It feels artificial. Furthermore, since we have no 
personal practice with the “new” way, we can’t be confident we’ll 
do it right. So we lack subjective assurance regarding the 
outcome. Once again, old patterns surface and we continue to 
use habitual ways of engaging with the world.

Resistance to Change
Altering our behavior involves taking risks. For instance, we’ll 
probably be awkward when using new knowledge in dealing 
with other people. In short, we risk making fools of ourselves. 
While we would rather avoid that hazard, learning new response 
patterns requires trying out alternative ways of reacting. To do 
that, we must understand and accept that there will be a period 
of time when we are learning how—a period of polishing and 
improving. That is how we master any new task or skill. 

So it makes sense to know that you will make mistakes. As 
you put these ideas to work, give yourself time to think about 
ways to improve using them in your everyday life, as well as time 
to practice and polish their use. 

Another resistance to change comes from the risk that, even 
though a different behavior may serve another person well, when 



If It Hurts So Much Conclusion

-163-

we try it the outcome may not only be different, it may be a 
disaster. As a result, when we look at the balance between the 
possible gain obtainable through a change in our behavior, and 
the possible pain we may experience, the possible pain can seem 
far more tangible. What’s more, the old behavior got us this far 
in life—and who knows what pitfalls may be lurking in the “new” 
behavior? So, to be “safe,” we continue the same responses and 
behaviors we are accustomed to using!

This idea is supported by what we might call “The Readiness 
Rule.” Quite a number of therapists have noted that those people 
who are most ready to modify their behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, 
etc., are those who have “bottomed out.” They are often in the 
throes of extreme emotional pain. For them, the pain that a 
change in behavior may bring can seem no worse than the pain 
they are already experiencing. It may even seem less. Therefore 
they are more easily led into different ways of looking at their 
issues and problems and more easily guided into new ways of 
thinking and behaving. 

Another way of stating this is that people’s motivation to have 
things be different is greater if they are suffering a high degree of 
discomfort. This thought suggests we need to look at an issue 
that is independent of the self-help psychological models:

How important is it for a person to avoid doing anything that 
lies beyond their personal comfort zone? To put it another way: 
How strong is a person’s motivation to change?

This calls for a close look at our comfort zone—how we got it 
and how it influences us.

* * *
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The Comfort Zone
In the first several years following our births, we spend a lot of 
our intellectual capacity learning how to be a person. During this 
period we obtain guidance from many sources.

Early on, we benefit from the experience and judgment of 
our primary caretakers—usually our parents. A bit later, in 
school, we benefit from the knowledge and experience of our 
teachers. We also gain insights from a great variety of people 
through the Internet, TV, movies, radio, libraries and books. As 
we become socialized, our network of sources widens further. 

Then too, if we turn to them, there are the things we learn 
from instruction manuals. They guide us, for example, in 
learning to use equipment: everything from gadgets and 
manufacturing equipment, to complicated instruments of science 
and business, and even to implements of war. All of these help us 
gain expertise that enables us to do more complicated kinds of 
things, and do them better. 

We can view all this learning as a process whereby we 
develop confidence in our ability to engage in a range of 
activities. 

That is, the process serves to develop—and gradually expand
—our comfort zone. But the comfort zone isn’t just about what 
we know how to do. It includes that part of our system of values 
that spells out what is okay to do and what is not okay to do. 
That is, we establish standards regarding things that are okay to 
do and things that are off limits.

Some off-limits stuff is absolutely off limits, no matter what. 
On the other hand, some becomes permissible if we are 
provoked. That is to say, if we feel cheated, insulted, put down, 
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or threatened, we may give ourselves permission to engage in 
behaviors we would not consider to be options without the 
provocation. 

For the most part, we strive to live and operate within the 
range of behaviors allowed by our comfort zone. We do so 
because we find that when we stay within our comfort zone we 
experience a certain confidence that we won’t fall on our face. 
We also find that crossing our no-no boundaries tends both to 
generate bad feelings within ourselves as well as to cause 
difficulties that often produce hard feelings in our relationships. 

As it happens, the comfort zone is a rather amorphous 
collection. (See diagram below.) Along with our values and our 
habits, our comfort zone includes a large number of beliefs. 
Some beliefs are so deeply buried we don’t know we have them. 
They must be inferred from our reactions and behavior. So as 
long as they remain outside our awareness, there is no way that 
we could ever challenge them. Furthermore, even when we 
become aware of them and challenge them directly, we are 
reluctant to alter or change them. Other beliefs—the ones we are 
aware of—we are comfortable holding. So, again we are 
reluctant to challenge or modify them. And some seem so self-
evident that it never occurs to us that there might be any reason 
to challenge them. 

Our comfort zone is something we develop as we grow up. 
Early in life, the elements that make up the comfort zone do a lot 
of evolving. But by the time we are adults, those elements have 
become fairly stable. 
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The Comfort Zone

Any diagram attempting to depict the comfort zone is bound to 
be woefully inadequate. This “sketch” merely indicates how 
comfort zones inevitably become very complex. Your comfort 
zone is the sum of the elements that constitute your personal 
philosophy. You are complicated. So your comfort zone is 
complicated.

Many kinds of our subjective experiences and thought are 
directly involved in the makeup of the comfort zone. It is a sort 
of integration of the lessons we have gleaned through our life 
experiences and their consequences. Complex interconnections 
among the elements are both too complicated and too ephemeral 
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to make clear in a diagram. Moreover, we fine-tune the rules and 
guidelines as we accumulate new experience. And sometimes—
yes, sometimes—information in books such as this one, will 
result in changes and revisions. 

Operationally, the rules set forth by the comfort zone can be 
viewed as a broad continuum between behavior that fulfills our 
commitment to our life strategy, and behavior that we can never 
use without suffering. (See diagram.)

Behavior Continuum

Behavior that fulfills the 
commitment to our life strategy

—> Desirable

Behavior that is always acceptable 
(it invokes few or no penalties)

—> Acceptable

No-no behavior that becomes 
acceptable to use only when 
provoked

—> Conditionally
Allowable

No-no behavior that is always off 
limits.

—> Unacceptable

Although the comfort zone changes as one gains experience, 
the pace of change slows to a near halt as one gets older. People 
become “set in their ways.” But throughout life, from about the 
age of three onward, people operate in terms of their “comfort 
zone of the moment.” They do so because any time their 
behavior crosses its boundaries they feel one or more types of 
distress.

New Elements
Thinking about the comfort zone shows that we need to examine 
several issues that affect our resistance to changing how we view 
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life and how we respond to ongoing events. These include:

1. Realizing we gain self-validation by behaving in 
accordance with our life strategy—that is, in ways that 
establish and sustain our sense of deserving. It makes us 
feel good about who we are as people. This can lock us 
into old ways of thinking and responding. (It can also 
make us see how important it is for us to maintain this 
very significant “payoff.”)

2. Recognizing how the motivation to change our 
behavior is both opposed and inactivated by other 
motivational schemes. (This enables us to understand 
how and why we allow our focus to drift away from our 
stated goals.)

3. Grasping the relentlessness of our devotion to the life 
strategy. This binds us to behavior that does not, will not, 
and cannot serve us well. Nevertheless, it does something 
for us that other behaviors do not. It reassures us 
(erroneously, but persuasively) that we are on the right 
track in life.

Since “loss of motivation” is a significant factor in why self-
help books and programs fail to achieve lasting results, let’s look 
at the way our comfort zone can impact our motivation. As a 
rule, we are motivated to minimize our discomfort. So, in order 
to succeed in going beyond our comfort zone (to bring about 
change), we need to understand motivation. Examining the 
difficulty in terms of motivation enables us to see what goes 
wrong. We can see how staying within the boundaries of our 
comfort zone can interfere with the achievement of our goals. 
This enables us to make sure that lack of effective motivation will 
not hinder our efforts to bring about change.
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Motivation
As stated earlier, motivation has three basic parts: 

1. A goal. 

2. A method whereby we can achieve that goal. 

3. A belief in ourselves that we can employ that method 
and achieve that goal. 

That’s simple enough. (See diagram.)

The Elements of Motivation

Three Part Motivational Structure
(Motivation exhibits the characteristics listed in the left column.)

Aspect of Motivation Motivational Scheme Leading to 
Weight Loss

1. GOAL . . .
A desire for something 
(or to avoid 
something)

A wish to be healthier, avoid 
becoming diabetic or be more 
attractive.

2. METHOD . . .
A means to get what 
we want or need—a 
strategic plan

Follow the guidelines set forth in a 
reputable weight-loss manual that 
presents and explains a systematic 
process.

3. BELIEF IN SELF . . .
Having confidence 
that we can use the 
method successfully 
and achieve the goal

Yes, I can.
I understand the process fully and I’m 
prepared to endure the struggle.
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However, sometimes we have all three in place yet we still 
don’t pursue the goals we want to achieve. That happens because 
of three potentially fatal antagonists that may interfere with 
motivation. They are:

1. A Stronger Alternative Motivation

We can desire to achieve more than one goal at a time. Each has 
its own motivational structure and force of urgency. If their 
methods are antithetical, they have a little war within us. 

For example, a weight loss plan may call for focusing one’s 
dietary intake on veggies and fruits. If, at the same time, one 
hungers for the kind of reassurance provided by comfort food—
such as ice cream and cookies—then whichever motivation is 
stronger at a particular moment will carry the day. If the desire 
for comfort food wins the struggle, we abandon the dietary plan.

2. A “Vital” Counter Motivation

This involves a different type of internal war. It results when one 
motivation scheme calls for a certain behavior and a second 
scheme says Don’t Do That! This is often the case with 
psychological recommendations.

For example, someone who is isolated and lonely and wants 
to have an intimate partner may be advised to hang out where 
there are members of the desired gender, to approach potential 
partners and get acquainted. However, an element in the person’s 
comfort zone prevents taking the risk. It says, “In the past, when 
you have tried to socialize, you received turn-downs and scorn, 
which led to deep hurts, so don’t take the risk.” As a result, 
despite the practical advice, the person remains alone and lonely.
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3. Nose-to-the-Grindstone Burnout

This has to do with whether the motivation scheme is suited to 
the person attempting to follow it. It happens, for instance, when 
the method of reaching the goal requires devoting continuous 
attention to a narrow set of activities for longer periods than the 
person can sustain. The person simply loses focus on both the 
goal and the method—and wanders into the pursuit of some 
other, unrelated goal.

Alternatives 
If you find yourself unable (for whatever reason) to bring about 
the change you desire to make, there are ways of approaching 
the problem other than through self-help.

One way is to work with a therapist. He or she may be able to 
help. That is their role. Therapists are trained specialists who are 
adept at engaging with people in ways that facilitate change. 

A second option is to decide to tolerate whatever you feel is 
causing a problem. 

Or you may simply decide it is okay to be you. You may 
decide the change you seek is unnecessary—or even inadvisable. 

Regarding the first of these—consulting a therapist—some 
recommendations may prove useful.

What to Look for in a Therapist

If you decide to work with a therapist, find someone with whom 
you feel comfortable. Not that therapy should always be 
comfortable—it isn’t. But you need to feel okay with revealing 
quite openly what you feel and think. So there needs to be good 
rapport between yourself and your therapist. 
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Things to look for in a therapist include: warmth, being a 
good listener, not being judgmental, someone you feel you can 
trust, and someone who encourages you to make your own 
decisions. These qualities are probably far more important to the 
process of providing good therapy than what “school” of therapy 
a counselor adheres to—or how many diplomas and other 
credentials the therapist has accumulated (although there can be 
some reassurance in those). 

When people decide to seek help, they often ask friends or 
acquaintances who have experience with therapists to make a 
recommendation. While it is no guarantee, if someone you know 
has found significant help by seeing a specific counselor, chances 
are good that you will find that person helpful also.

But don’t think you must stay with a therapist just because 
you got started there. If you don’t feel comfortable, or if you 
don’t think you are being heard, or if you don’t find the sessions 
helpful, work with someone else.

Tolerating the Problem

Sometimes it makes sense to put up with whatever is 
bothersome. This is the case when the pursuit of a resolution 
becomes so frustrating that the frustration causes more trouble 
than the original irritant. If, in the balance this is true, it may be 
better in the long run to simply accept the situation as it exists.

Deciding It Is Okay to Be You

To grasp and hold the attitude that it is okay to be who you are 
right now is perhaps the most satisfying way to look at life. Keep 
in mind that you are an ongoing entity. A work in progress. That 
means you expect to change as you gain experience and that you 
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embrace life’s lessons and incorporate them into the person you 
are becoming. 

And . . . 

It is important to know, accept and value who you are 
striving to become. So ask yourself what kind of person are you 
working at becoming. The answer to that question can be the 
most important knowledge you will ever obtain.
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Being entirely honest with ourselves is a 
good exercise. 

… Sigmund Freud

A Final Note
However you decide to proceed, if you take only one thing from 
this book, realize that honoring your life strategy has helped you 
become the person you wanted to be.

If you wanted to be strong, you pursued activities that made 
you strong both mentally and physically. If you wanted to be 
smart, demonstrating this quality focused your attention and 
energy on activities that have, in fact, made you smart. If you 
wanted to show you are worthy of attention, the skills you 
developed in displaying this trait have made you a person whom 
others enjoy being with. Similarly for the character traits of 
beauty, independence, honesty, and good-or-nice.

When you no longer have unrealistic expectations of your life 
strategy (that others will give you the goodies you seek), you can 
appreciate the person you are now, today. Your core personality is 
not going to change, nor does it need to. You become free to 
expend your energies on developing realistic ways of obtaining 
whatever will give you satisfaction in your life.
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Afterword

About Bill Snow
Bill Snow was my dad as well as the creator of these ideas and 
the author of this book. I say “was”. He died in June 2012 at the 
age of 89, having succumbed to his struggle with melanoma.

The main thing that characterized my dad was curiosity. He 
was curious about both things and people.

As early as his fingers were strong enough to pry objects 
apart, he took things apart to see how they worked—and then 
put them back together again. Not surprisingly, his parents 
frowned on this passion of his. They were sure he would break 
stuff. So he began doing his experiments only in secret, and only 
when he was sure he could reassemble the parts. As an adult, he 
still remembered a clock he stopped disassembling when he was 
about five—and still wondered what was inside it!

Bill’s love of tinkering was another life-long passion. As a 
child who grew up in small towns during the Depression, he 
learned how to fix just about anything. His adult toolboxes 
included carpentry, plumbing and electrical tools, sundry 
gadgets and apparatus. During his lifetime, he built at least three 
dozen bookcases, a sofa, several closets and cabinets, multiple 
tables of various sizes and purposes. He even fixed the “action 
apparatus” of our family’s piano, much to my mom’s dismay 
when she came home to find the pieces of her beloved piano 
strewn across our living room.

My dad’s curiosity ranged across all scientific disciplines, 
from astronomy to zoology. He often read each month’s issue of 
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Scientific American from cover to cover.

During World War II, Bill enlisted in the Navy, where he 
trained both as a pilot and in electronics. After the war, he went 
to college on the GI bill, and earned his Bachelor’s degree with a 
dual major in English and Politics. 

For the next two decades, he worked in a variety of careers 
ranging from engineering and technical writing to public 
relations. During those years, Bill became increasingly interested 
both in understanding people (the ultimate “what makes them 
tick” question), and in helping them overcome emotional 
problems. As is true of many people who become therapists, he 
had struggled with his own “demons”. He has discussed some of 
them in this book.

For most of Bill’s life, he was a very private person. I will 
honor this aspect of his memory by not going into more detail 
about his personal problems than he has already shared. I will 
say, however, that he managed to heal deep aspects of his 
emotional wounds, something that few people do and that I 
admire him for.

Bill was also a gifted teacher—patient, knowledgable, and 
resourceful about finding new ways to explain something so that 
his listener would understand. His talent for teaching was 
central to his approach to therapy, especially for showing clients 
how they could use his ideas both to make sense of their 
problems and to improve their lives.

Bill Snow as Therapist
When Bill was fifty years old, he told my mom he wanted to 
become a psychotherapist, then added, “But I’ll be fifty-five by 
the time I can get a social work degree.” She pointed out that in 
five years, he would be fifty-five anyway. So why not go ahead 
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and get the degree. (Pretty good advice, if you ask me!) So he 
did.

If he’d been younger, Bill might have gone for a PhD instead 
of the Master’s. But he and my mom needed his income from the 
work he was then doing, so going to school full time was not a 
possibility.

Becoming a therapist transformed my dad’s life. For the first 
time, he was doing work that he found satisfying, deep down in 
his spirit where these things count. He was also finding answers 
to his questions about why people behave the way they do—
questions that had stuck in his mind over the decades in much 
the same way one’s tongue keeps wiggling a loose tooth. Those 
answers grew into the group of interconnected ideas that he 
presents in this book.

My dad also had a knack for understanding the innate logic 
behind an individual’s puzzling behavior. He was a gifted 
listener who could “walk in the other person’s shoes” and see 
things from their point of view.

His observations led to his idea that people have a life 
strategy that both characterizes and governs all their behavior. 
Someone’s life strategy is easiest to identify when his or her 
actions seem strange and counter to that person’s best interests. 
(Remember Mr. W’s penchant for arguing all night?)

Bill then delved into why every person develops a life strategy 
and sticks to it come hell or high water. He discovered that 
people do it in order to feel deserving of life’s goodies.

In his quest to understand people, Bill never accepted 
surface explanations. He always dug deeper into why, how, what, 
and when. This led him to see that emotions arise from how we 
interpret the situations we encounter—and that painful feelings 
rise directly from unrealistic expectations.
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Bill also discovered that our need to feel deserving 
dominates our lives. This need is so powerful that when other 
methods fail, we use a specific painful feeling to reassure 
ourselves that we are deserving. This particular emotion often 
becomes chronic—leading us to ask, “If it hurts so much, 
why do I keep doing it?”

My dad wrote this book over a period of roughly 25 years. As 
his ideas evolved, so did the contents of this book. The core ideas 
were always clear—but the sections about using the ideas were 
more challenging for him to write. He and I often discussed this 
issue during my quasi-yearly visits to my parents’ home.

In his clinical practice, clients asked questions or described a 
situation or problem that was causing them pain. This made it 
easy for Bill to focus on relating one of his ideas to the issue a 
client had raised. But without a specific set of questions, my dad 
struggled to decide what to say in this book. Should he follow 
other authors’ approaches to this question? And if so, which one
—or ones?

As Bill says in Chapter 14 (The Process of Change) about 
authors of self-help books:

• Some give suggestions or guidelines about how to apply 
their ideas.

• Others provide “case study” descriptions of how some 
clients used the ideas.

• Still others explain how they themselves have used their 
ideas to change their own lives.

• Some leave it to the reader to decide how best to apply 
the ideas.

Bill ultimately chose to use all four methods. He understood 
that everyone has to find their own way of using self-help ideas, 
that nobody can do this for you. Throughout this book, Bill gave 
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suggestions and guidelines for using his ideas. He also shared 
examples both from his own life and from others’ experiences. 
He even described ways that readers can expand their comfort 
zone and learn what kinds of activities they truly enjoy—just as 
our tongue tells us whether or not we like orange juice!

This book is Bill’s legacy. More accurately, these ideas are his 
legacy. Ultimately, this book is not just about If It Hurts So 
Much, Why Do I Keep Doing It? It’s also about How Do I Stop?

At the end of the day, that’s a question that only you, the 
reader, can answer. I’m confident that the ideas in this book will 
transform how you see yourself and others—as well as giving you 
tools for attaining the happiness that you deserve.
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APPENDIX

Personality Profile Questionnaire
Each of the following statements describes an action or an 
attitude. For each statement, circle the number that best 
describes your response:

1 very unlike you,

2 moderately unlike you,

3 somewhat unlike you,

4 somewhat like you,

5 moderately like you,

6 very much like you.

There are no right or wrong answers. Please do not skip any 
statement.

Unlike me Like  me

1 I would enjoy doing volunteer 
work for a worthwhile 
organization.

1 2 3 4 5 6

2 I think it is important to tell people 
what I think even though they may 
not like it.

1 2 3 4 5 6

3 I want to be thought of as the 
“best dressed” among my friends. 1 2 3 4 5 6

4 I like to be the life of the party 1 2 3 4 5 6

5 I enjoy figuring out how things 
work. 1 2 3 4 5 6
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6 I avoid letting other people see 
me cry. 1 2 3 4 5 6

7 In general, I don’t feel a need to 
explain myself to others. 1 2 3 4 5 6

8 I enjoy amusing or interesting 
anecdotes and stories. 1 2 3 4 5 6

9 I would divulge the problems with 
a used car I wanted to sell. 1 2 3 4 5 6

10 I like to discuss my opinions on 
sensitive public issues. 1 2 3 4 5 6

11 I enjoy doing things alone. 1 2 3 4 5 6

12 Even though it might make me 
late for a meeting, I would take 
time to explain to a stranger how 
to get to the train station.

1 2 3 4 5 6

13 I would enjoy performing in front 
of an audience. 1 2 3 4 5 6

14 I prefer to twist off a tight jar lid 
without using a gripping aid. 1 2 3 4 5 6

15 I would enjoy having a well known 
artist ask me to sit for a portrait. 1 2 3 4 5 6

16 I prefer individual projects to 
group efforts. 1 2 3 4 5 6

17 I feel the wants and needs of 
others are more important than 
mine.

1 2 3 4 5 6

18 I often try to make people laugh. 1 2 3 4 5 6

19 I prefer to tell the truth—rather 
than make up an excuse—when 
asked to do something I don’t 
want to do.

1 2 3 4 5 6

20 I tend to resent other people’s 
advice. 1 2 3 4 5 6

21 I think dying my hair is preferable 
to turning gray. 1 2 3 4 5 6
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22 I enjoy thrills such as riding a roller 
coaster. 1 2 3 4 5 6

23 I often become absorbed in 
analyzing knotty problems. 1 2 3 4 5 6

24 I prefer to file scrupulously 
accurate expense reports and tax 
returns even when skirting the 
edges could work to my benefit.

1 2 3 4 5 6

25 I always make myself as attractive 
as I can. 1 2 3 4 5 6

26 I would loan a forgetful friend my 
favorite book or movie (or other 
possession) even though I might 
not get it back.

1 2 3 4 5 6

27 I prefer driving to being a 
passenger. 1 2 3 4 5 6

28 When confronted by a bully, I 
stand my ground. 1 2 3 4 5 6

29 I like to be admired for my 
appearance and good looks. 1 2 3 4 5 6

30 People tell me that I’m nice. 1 2 3 4 5 6

31 I find puzzles fascinating. 1 2 3 4 5 6

32 People often say that I’m a show 
off. 1 2 3 4 5 6

33 If a credit-card company made an 
error in my favor, I would inform 
them.

1 2 3 4 5 6

34 When I experience pain, such as a 
headache, I prefer not to take 
aspirin or other pain medication.

1 2 3 4 5 6

35 I enjoy discussing why I agree—or 
disagree—with a friend’s point of 
view.

1 2 3 4 5 6

36 I think mirrors enhance the look of 
a room. 1 2 3 4 5 6
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37 I care about what other people are 
feeling. 1 2 3 4 5 6

38 I enjoy exploring a complex 
subject. 1 2 3 4 5 6

39 When I have a party, I feel I must 
be entertaining to my guests. 1 2 3 4 5 6

40 When my emotions show, I feel 
embarrassed. 1 2 3 4 5 6

41 Telling white lies makes me 
uncomfortable. 1 2 3 4 5 6

42 I prefer to do things my own way. 1 2 3 4 5 6

43 It really bothers me when people 
don’t like me. 1 2 3 4 5 6

Rating Your Life-Strategy Elements
On the following page, for each statement of the questionnaire, 
place the number you circled (from 1 to 6) on the line next to 
corresponding number. Add the numbers in each column to see 
how important each category is for you.

For example, if on statements 3, 15, 21, 25 and 29, you 
circled numbers 4, 6, 5, 2 and 4, the total in the “Beautiful 
(Attractive/Handsome)” column would be 21.
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Life Strategy Category Assessment

01___
02___

03___
04___

05___
06___

07___
08___

09___
10___

11___
12___

13___
14___

15___
16___

17___
18___

19___
20___

21___
22___

23___
24___

25___
26___

27___
28___

29___
30___

31___
32___

33___
34___

35___

____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____

Beautiful Enter-
taining

Nice 
Good

Honest 
Sincere

Indepen-
dent Smart Strong 

Brave
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Identify Your Primary Life-Strategy Category 
Chart your scores by placing a dot on the vertical column above 
each category in the diagram below. Use the scale on the left to 
determine where the dot belongs. This provides a basic profile of 
your scores. (See the placement of red dots in the example on 
the following page.)

Usually, one score stands out above the others. Your contract 
commitment is some variety of the category in which you have 
the highest score. Visually it helps to connect the dots across the 
profile (the red line connecting the red dots). In this example, 
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the highest score is 23 in the “Independent” category.

It is also helpful to see which categories are turn-ons and 
which are turn-offs. To do so, total up all seven of your scores 
and locate the sum on the scale at right. Draw a horizontal line 
across the chart at that level (the blue line). That line shows your 
average score and allows you to see which of the seven 
characteristics you value and which you devalue.

In other words, the ones you value appear above your 
average score; the ones you don’t value appear below it. In this 
example, the most valued categories are Independent, Smart and 
Nice. The ones least valued are Attractive, Honest, Strong/Brave, 
and Entertaining.
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* * *

Comparative Profile
Are you wondering how your profile compares with others? The 
next chart shows results from 100 questionnaires returned to the 
author during its initial testing.

* * *
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The average score is shown along the blue line in the middle. 
The black numbers indicate the range between the highest and 
lowest scores recorded in each category.

Place a circle around your own score in each column. 
Connect those circles to compare your profile with the average 
scores of others who have completed this questionnaire. 

NOTE: The averages shown here are not the result of random 
sampling—they are based on the scores of people known to the 
author who have supplied answers to the questionnaire. They 
range in age from 14 to 65; in education from high-school 
dropouts to people doing post-master’s work in graduate school; 
in employment from clerks, office workers and business people to 
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artists and professionals; in income from needing public 
assistance to able-to-retire on existing assets. Eighty percent of 
the questionnaires were returned by women, twenty percent by 
men. 

Surprisingly, though the sample is too small to draw any 
definitive conclusions, there are no emergent stereotypical 
patterns—such as men wanting to be strong or women wanting 
to be attractive.


