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Foreword



Years back, when I was the training coordinator for the Albert Ellis Institute, I was having a difficult time with someone at work. I had the kind of relationship with Dr. Albert Ellis—whom we referred to as Al—where I could go into his office and complain to him about how unfairly I was being treated. Foolish me, did I really think Al would let me get away with blaming someone else for my upset? Time and time again, he would simply respond, “You’re allowing her to push your buttons!” Hearing this bothered me at first. But Al was right—my buttons were being pushed, and I was responsible for that.


We all have buttons, and we all have button-pushers. Button-pushers can be found everywhere: at work, school, family gatherings, at Starbucks, on the train, and so on. We can’t escape them, but we don’t have to succumb to them. In an easy-to-read manner, Drs. Ellis and Lange describe our buttons in detail and provide specific strategies to avoid having them pushed. Neither Ellis nor Lange was immune, naturally. The hilarious real-life examples provided in this book show us that both Ellis and Lange were mere mortals as well, prone to upsetting themselves every now and then.


How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons is not the sort of self-help book that is meant to be read passively. Each chapter concludes with a set of practice examples that demonstrate the concepts discussed as well as exercises that can be tailored to the reader’s individual circumstances. By the end of this book, you will be more in tune with your vulnerable buttons and, more important, will be armed with a handful of proven strategies to fight back when they are being pushed. I reread this book and actually did the exercises in each chapter. I couldn’t believe how irrational I am at times! Kristene, a certified Rational Emotive Behavior Therapist, trained by Dr. Albert Ellis himself, was still allowing her buttons to be pushed at work, at home, on the highway?! The horror! Enter Al’s voice: “Kristene, you are human, which means you are fallible! Stop whining, and start using the tools from this book. . .


Al spent his life dedicated to teaching people how to minimize their emotional upsets. His mission was twofold: to train as many mental health professionals in Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy as he could and to “cure” as many people as possible. How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons is one of Al’s many contributions fulfilling his mission. Even if you never met Al, I assure you that after reading this book you will have a window into his passion for helping others.


One of Al’s many gifts was an ability to use his sense of humor to show people how their own thinking is largely responsible for their emotional and behavioral upsets. This idea is stressed and repeated throughout the book to reinforce the fact that we cannot control button-pushers but we can control our reactions to them. Al was known for never letting his patients (and staff!) off the hook for their upsets. In this book, with a combination of empathy and persistence, Al shows readers the error of their ways and offers them a variety of new ways to minimize their upset. You know the old saying “the best defense is a good offense.” Without a doubt, after finishing this book you will have acquired that good offense and be more prepared to respond to those button-pushers!


I am confident Al would be flashing his famous grin, knowing How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons has been relaunched in a new print edition and as an e-book. For the first time, this new edition includes an updated self-help form as an appendix. Al had his patients complete these forms between sessions to help them identify the nutty beliefs they held that let others push their buttons. Feel free to make copies for yourself and complete them when your buttons are being pushed!


Kristene A. Doyle, Ph.D., Sc.D.




A NOTE ON STYLE


In the interest of keeping this book as conversational and accessible as possible, we have included many illustrative first-person anecdotes. Since there are two of us, we have identified ourselves in each instance with the pertinent initials before launching into each personal account. This is why you might see, for example, “I (A.E.) went to the market...” or “I (A.L.) have experienced the following button-pushing incidents...” While we have done our best to present our material in a collaborative manner, we felt that our stories should at least retain such indications of our personal points of view.


Dr. Albert Ellis
Dr. Arthur Lange





Introduction



Today’s world can be pretty nutty. And not just at the global level (world events, the economy, social issues), but also in our day-to-day lives. In business, those who still have jobs after all the recent “downsizings” are working more hours. Competition, rapid response to opportunities, change, strategic redirection, risk-taking, doing more with less, and economic constraints are the names of the game.


In our personal lives, both parents in most families work, lots of families break up and recombine as new families, there are zillions of “things” to get done with so little time. (Remember the bubble-bath commercial “Calgon, take me away!”? Fat chance.) The challenges and demands of marriage and parenting can be staggering—and, often, single people have at least as many pressures balancing work, friends, intimate relationships, social activities, and tasks.


I’ts no wonder that in these times people and things alike can really push our buttons. It can be a person who pushes our buttons: a “know it all” colleague, an overly critical boss, a defensive supervisee, an insensitive spouse, a difficult child, a whiney friend, an indifferent service person, a negative relative. How many times have you heard people say, “I love my job, but my boss drives me nuts!”? Or, “You kids are making me crazy!”? Or, “I just hate it when he always...!”?


Sometimes “they” push our buttons on purpose, and at other times, though it’s not even intentional, we still get upset, defensive, hurt, or furious. Sometimes it’s a “thing,” an event, a task, a decision, a deadline, a change, a crisis, a problem, or an uncertainty. Take for example changing careers, getting divorced or married, buying a house, going on a job interview, speaking in front of a group, traffic, boring meetings, mechanical breakdowns (car, washer, computer), or the babysitter doesn’t show up when you have show tickets.


Many of the most popular shows on TV (Roseanne, Coach, Seinfeld, Frazier, Fresh Prince, Married With Children) are examples of people pushing each other’s buttons constantly. And we can all relate to them. But it doesn’t have to be like that! We’re not suggesting that real life is like Ozzie and Harriet or Leave It to Beaver! Most of us, however, can do a lot better at not letting people and things get to us.


This book gives you specific, realistic ways to keep people and things from pushing your buttons. There’s no theoretical mumbo-jumbo and no touchy-feely psychology here—nor is this a shallow “positive-thinking quickie.” Rather, it is a very specific set of skills for directing how you preferably should react when people and things push your buttons. And it works! We have given over 10,000 presentations on these skills, all over the world. They are equally applicable in our work and in all our personal lives. The situations and circumstances may be quite different, but the skills apply everywhere.


The goal of this book is to show you how you can live an active, alive, vigorous—even demanding—life and not be a casualty of your own efforts. We will give you a powerful set of skills so that your bosses, colleagues, supervisees, spouses, kids, parents, neighbors, friends, lovers, and other people you deal with day-to-day no longer push your buttons. Rarely do all these people get to us all the time, but most of us have let someone push our buttons sometime.


Life is short and precious. We want to help you to succeed at what you are doing and enjoy the trip. We will show you how to take control of your overreactions to the people and things that push your buttons.





Chapter 1



How We Let People and Things Push Our Buttons


There are only three things that human beings can do. And you’re doing all of them right now. (This eliminates at least some of the things you’re probably considering.) You do all three almost all the time, even while you’re asleep. First, you are thinking. Some of you are thinking about what the three things are. Or maybe you’re thinking about something that’s coming up tonight, or this weekend; or about what someone just said to you; or what this book is going to be about. But you are almost always thinking something. Sometimes you’re not even aware of all your thoughts—but if you stop and pay attention, you can recognize most of them.


Second, you are almost always feeling something, and we don’t mean hot or cold or tired or pain, we mean emotion. Sometimes it’s a mild feeling, like “sort of” irritated, “somewhat” amused, “a little” down, “kind of” happy, or “a bit” guilty. Sometimes it’s a very intense feeling, like furious, outraged, elated, thrilled, depressed, bummed out, ecstatic, joyous, freaked out, or “really” guilty. There are enormous numbers of feelings and intensities—but you’re almost always feeling something.


Lastly, you behave (i.e., act) constantly. Even the tiniest gestures and movements, while you are reading this, are behaviors. Did you just blink? Are you breathing? Are you making a face, or shifting in your chair? As long as you are alive, you are behaving.


Now, its not terribly brilliant of us to point out that human beings think, feel, and act. But it’s nevertheless a great place to start, because if we’re going to keep people and things from pushing our buttons, we’d better learn how to direct and control the way we respond mentally, emotionally, and behaviorally to button-pushers. And that takes both systematic effort, and diligent practice of the skills and techniques we’ll soon describe.


This book is not a “quickie” solution to life’s day-to-day hassles. The techniques are simple and very powerful, but if you want them to work you have to use them regularly.


The Fatal Foursome


There are four main “screwball” feelings in this world. That is, any time you experience one of these feelings, you will not handle the situation as effectively as you could, and you will probably upset yourself; somebody or something will push your buttons. These feelings are excessive anxiety, anger/defensiveness, depression/burnout, or guilt (we’ll tell you what we mean by excessive in just a minute). First, if you get yourself overly anxious (or nervous, tense, upset, agitated, intimidated, afraid, freaked out, fearful, scared), you will not handle that person or situation effectively. For example, maybe you get extremely nervous in a job interview, or when talking to an intimidating boss. Maybe you find yourself getting terribly upset about an impending deadline at work, or a major decision in your life, or about your child’s behavior lately. If you do, then someone or something is pushing your buttons.


Second, if you get overly angry (or defensive, irritated, furious, outraged, argumentative, ticked off, frustrated) you will also likely blow it. Maybe you have felt really defensive when your spouse has criticized your work, your cooking, your parenting, or your lovemaking. Maybe you blow up when your teenager defies or disrespects you, or your colleagues at work are incompetent or uncooperative.


Here’s an example of a fellow who let his buttons get pushed on a plane going from San Francisco to Los Angeles. This incident occurred just as the laws changed to prohibit smoking on most flights. As I (A.L.) and others boarded the plane, the ticket agent announced that ours would be a totally smoke-free flight. The passenger who was seated next to me did not hear the announcement by the agent and when it was reannounced on the plane, he was really ticked off.


First he tried to get me to agree to his smoking anyway (which I did not do); then he went on for several minutes about how it was illegal for the airline to prohibit smoking. He thrashed and wriggled in his seat for several minutes, coughing and sighing. He then pronounced, “this restriction is going to piss off a lot of people”—and proceeded to light up.


The flight attendant immediately came up to him and very politely said, “Sir, this has been designated a nonsmoking flight.” He asked, “By whom?” Startled, she replied, “Pardon me?” He repeated—“I said by whom?” She said, “The captain.” He shot back with, “Well, tell the captain he’s a pain in the ass.” She asked, “What should I tell him?” He then said (as he put his cigarette out angrily), “Tell him he’s got no business doing that, and he’s a real pain in the ass!” She said, “OK.” He then threatened to go into a lavatory (where no smoking is allowed) and have a cigarette. The flight attendant pointed out that this, too, was against the law. He growled and used more foul language—and the flight attendant excused herself.


Interestingly, a little later another passenger nicely asked the same flight attendant about the smoking ban, expressed concern over it, and calmly disagreed with the decision. The flight attendant was understanding yet firm, and the passenger was polite. The flight attendant then offered the passenger a free drink for the inconvenience. What a difference between the way the two smokers handled the situation! The first passenger was awfulizing, shoulding, and rationalizing (mostly shoulding). The second passenger was thinking in terms of strong preferences, but did not overreact. Neither person got to smoke—but one made himself miserable, and the other got a free drink. I was also really impressed with how the flight attendant did not let either person get to her. In that job you get lots of practice in not letting people push your buttons!


There are millions of potential button-pushers all around us. Our “mission,” if we choose to accept it, is to disconnect our button at will. Then they can’t get to us unless we let them. We don’t have to run away and hide from the button-pushers, or play “sticks and stones will break my bones, but names will never hurt me” mind games. We can deal with the button-pushers directly and appropriately, without losing our composure. If you get yourself excessively depressed or burned out (bummed out, don’t give a damn, ignoring, uncaring, down in the dumps), you will not be as effective, and you will likely be miserable. Similarly, if you persist in being depressed over the loss of someone you love, or of your job, or for having failed miserably at some effort, then you have in fact let someone or something push your buttons.1


Fourth, if you make yourself excessively guilty (overly responsible, remorseful, blameful), then others can manipulate you, you will not make as good assessments, and you will make decisions for all the wrong reasons (because you felt so guilty). For example, maybe you let the kids get away with murder because you got a divorce and you feel guilty about having done that to them; or you spend too much of your personal time with someone you don’t really like because “you’re the only friend they have”—and you feel like a louse if you neglect him or her.


A key concept here derives from the word excessive. But what is “excessive”? When, say, are your emotions excessive? It’s such a subjective concept! Actually, though, we would bet that 85 percent of the time, you can tell exactly when you are overreacting. Sometimes you don’t like to admit it, but you can tell. If someone were to tap you on the shoulder when you were having an outburst, and ask nicely, “Aren’t you overreacting?” you might snap back “Yeah—what’s it to you?” But you do know. It might be hard to admit it, but you can figure it out.


Naturally, sometimes you have strong feelings, and it’s not always clear whether they seem appropriate in their intensity or are an overreaction. But most of the time you can figure it out—you know exactly when you are overreacting.


Therefore, “excessive” here means that by your own judgment you overreacted.2 The real task is what to do about it: How to keep as many as possible of these overreactions from happening in the first place, how to get rid of them quickly and prevent them from recurring in the future. Sometimes it takes courage to admit you are overreacting instead of putting the blame on someone or something else. We’ll soon show you how to prevent that kind of blame-shifting mental gymnastics, too.


The ABC’s of Button-Pushing


Here are the As. (These are the pushers.) In order to keep people and things from pushing your buttons, you start by figuring out what really causes your reactions in the first place. The best way to understand how we let them get to us is to use a model that I (A.E.) developed in 1955, when I started to practice Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), the first of today’s cognitive behavior therapies. It’s called the ABC’s. A’s represent specific people and things (Activating Events) that we run into on a day-to-day basis that could push our buttons.


There are two kinds of Activating Events. Sometimes, A’s are major crises like flood, famine, disease, or war. Actually, we tend to rise to the occasion for the biggies; people show amazing ability to handle extremely traumatic situations. Flood and earthquake victims do incredible things to stay alive in the crisis, and then to pull together to rebuild both their lives and their communities. We know these deeds are true because we read about them in (for an exaggerated example) the National Enquirer: “Woman lifts tractor-trailer, saves child’s life underneath!” It is true that we can do all kinds of things during the biggies!


It’s the second kind of Activating Event (A) that we let get to us. It’s the daily hassles, frustrations, worries, problems, decisions, and difficult people that we allow to do the job on us. They chip away at us, one by one. None of them is a big deal by itself, but they sure can add up and take their toll.


For example, the button-pushers (the A’s) on and about your job might be the constant interruptions, the frequent deadlines, the difficult bosses, supervisors and colleagues, freeway traffic, office politics, incompetence (usually in others), unnecessary paperwork, changes in policy or procedures, know-it-alls, irresponsibility, laziness, negativity, personality clashes, massive egos, whiners, losing a promotion, getting a promotion, being criticized unfairly, not being appreciated, heavy workload, boring/endless meetings, frequent discrepancies between what you must do and what you think is right, uncertainty about how well you’re doing, being held responsible but with little authority, dealing with a difficult customer, the public, vendors, and/or people from other departments. Whew!


You might make a list of your button-pushers on the job. We all have them, and most of them are minor—but the list can get mighty long. Use the appropriate sheets in the following exercises section to get started, then keep adding to your own lists.


In your personal life the button-pushers (the A’s) might be dealing with your children, conflicts with your spouse or lover (or both!), the workload at home, equipment breakdowns (cars, appliances, computers), money problems, going through a divorce (or the flip side, marriage),3 moving, redecorating, dealing with the IRS, difficult relatives or neighbors, constant phone salespeople, poor service, selfish/insensitive friends, a serious illness or death in the family, or a birth in the family. Notice that some of these events (A’s) are positive and some are negative. They all, good or bad, have the potential to push our buttons. Notice, too, that some situations are the flip side of each other: divorce/marriage; getting promoted/losing a promotion; a birth in the family/a death in the family. We have the capacity to overreact to almost anything! We don’t all overreact to the same things, nor do we all run into the same situations (A’s), but we do all have our own individual set of button-pushers (A’s).


Sometimes the A’s are a whole series of events that go wrong. Here is a real-life version of the movie Planes, Trains, and Automobiles (starring Steve Martin and John Candy) that actually happened. Several years ago I (A.L.) was invited to give the opening address to a conference of 400 psychologists from all over the world, in Munich, West Germany. This was a real honor, and I jumped at the chance. I started out on my trip from southern California two days before the conference was to begin. As it turned out, it took me 47 hours to go from Los Angeles to Munich! (Whether or not you’ve ever made the trip, it’s not supposed to take that long.)


I started out, very early in the morning, driving up to Los Angeles International Airport and its West Imperial Terminal, where the charter flights gather. I walked up to the ticket agent, who said “Oh yes, Dr. Lange, that flight has been delayed 29 hours; it hasn’t even left Frankfurt yet.” (He said this with a tiny little smile at the corners of his mouth.) I was just starting to catch the full impact of his words as my first question came: “Why didn’t you call me and let me know? I have to be in Munich!” He said, “Gee, there were a lot of people on that plane—I couldn’t call everybody.” I started seeing red.


I was getting really fired up now, but what could I do (short of a tantrum or punching the agent)? Nothing there. So, I drove all the way home, called my travel agent (a friend), and told him, “I’ve got to get a flight to Munich today!” He said, “Well, I’ll see what I can do, but they don’t exactly grow on trees. I’ll call you right back.” A few minutes later he did and reported, “I’ve got some good news and some bad news. The good news is that I’ve booked you on a flight to Copenhagen with connecting flights to Hamburg and Munich. The bad news is that your round-trip charter fare was $450. This is going to cost you $785 one way. Do you want it? By the way, if you do, you have to get back up to LAX [L.A. Airport] fast, because the first flight is taking off in one hour and a half.”


The conference coordinators agreed to pay my charter flight ($225 one way), but I didn’t have time to get them to approve this much greater price, so I made an “executive” decision and confirmed the reservation.


I rushed up to LAX and got on the plane, which taxied out to the runway and stopped dead. The pilot came on the public-address system and said, in that classically professional yet casual “pilot” tone of voice, “Folks, we seem to be experiencing a little technical difficulty, but don’t worry—if it’s anything serious, we’ll put you all up at a real fine hotel right here at the airport. We’re going back to the jetway and you will deplane; but hang around the area because we may get this problem fixed real fast.” My first thought was, “We’re going to fly over the North Pole. Take your time, fix it right, don’t rush!” My second thought I won’t record here.


About three hours later I heard an announcement: “Flight XYZ to Copenhagen ready to board in 15 minutes.” We got back on the plane, it took off, and we eventually landed in Copenhagen with no more problems. But now we were three hours late, so I missed my connecting flights to Hamburg and Munich. Nevertheless, I rushed to the gate for the Hamburg flights—and the ticket agent said, “You are in luck! [I rolled my eyes.] Go down this ramp and hurry because the last flight to Hamburg and Munich is just about to leave!”


I rushed down the jetway and got on the plane, which taxied out to the runway and stopped deadl The German pilot got on the speaker and said something in German, and the whole planeload went “Arrrrrghhhhh!” (I’m a psychologist, so instantly I knew something was wrong). I asked another passenger—one who spoke a little English—what the pilot had said. The man said, “We are to get off the plane out here on the tarmac, point to our luggage, which is being removed from the plane, and get back on the plane.”4 I said, “Huh?” He repeated the same statement. I said, “Maybe we’re having a language difficulty.” He looked me right in the eye and said, “Look, man—we have to get off the plane, point to our luggage, and get back on the plane!”




And that’s exactly what we all did. It turned out that a group of urban guerrillas had threatened to blow up a plane, but they hadn’t said which one! The airlines immediately instituted a policy requiring visual recognition of all luggage. Our plane was one of the first scheduled to leave after the threat, and had not done the visual check. They were not allowed to leave without it. Now I had two reactions: (1) “It’s taken an hour and a half to go through this procedure, and my connecting flight to Munich has been shot again” and (2) “I wonder when the plane is going to blow up.” We all got back on board. The plane took off. It eventually landed in Hamburg. No problem.


As I was running through the Hamburg airport, in the hope of catching a last flight to Munich, I was tired and looking a bit worse for wear (I had much longer hair then, and I guess I was downright sleazy). I looked up and saw a dozen huge WANTED posters of members of the urban guerrilla gang posted all over the airport walls. I suddenly realized that I looked like about nine of these guys!


Suddenly, two soldiers with machine guns strapped over their shoulders rushed up to me and yelled “Halt!” I stopped about four feet in the air. Apparently, in my haste, I had entered a “No Admittance” area. Since I looked pretty suspicious and these young men were understandably a little nervous about these would-be bombers, they decided to frisk me. They took me into a small room with an officer, and inspected me carefully and thoroughly. They were looking for a bomb! I can tell you right now, I wouldn’t put a bomb where they looked for anything in the world. No cause, no crusade, nothing would get me to put a bomb where they checked!


They quickly let me go, and I finally got to the Munich ticket counter. Miracle of miracles, the agent said there was one more flight to Munich, one which had been delayed but was now ready to leave. I got on the plane! It taxied out on the runway and stopped dead! The pilot announced (this time in German and English) that the flight had been canceled; there was fog in Munich, and the plane couldn’t land. It could take off fine, but it couldn’t land!


We deplaned, and found the ticket agent standing well behind his counter (this was a hostile crowd). He quickly explained that we had two choices: (1) Wait until the next morning (it was then about 11:00 P.M. on the night before I was to give my talk at 8:00 A.M. in the morning), and hope that the fog would lift; or (2) have the airline transfer my ticket to a train—which allegedly would get me to Munich at 8:05 A.M. Again I made an “executive” decision, trading my ticket for the train ostensibly leaving in a half hour.


After taking a taxi across town to the train station, I entered only to find about 40 stairways, each going down to different tracks. At the top of each stairway a sign listed one or two cities. I got to about Track 22, whose sign read “Muenchen.” I said to myself, “That’s close enough.” Just as I started down the stairs, however, the train started pulling out. I literally threw my luggage onto the last steps of the last car and jumped onto the train. I made it!


I sat down with some Canadians and talked for a little while, but now it was well after midnight, and we all decided to get some sleep. We moved to empty compartments in other cars up ahead (the seats on those trains fold down, so you can actually sleep). About 4:00 A.M. I woke up from a sound sleep and felt several strong thumps from the train. I rolled over, thinking, “Nah, nothing else can go wrong.” But then thump, thump, thump—again. And the train seemed to be standing still. So I gathered myself up (I had left my luggage in the other car), went down the corridor, opened the door—and there was nothing there! It was pitch dark outside, but I could easily see that the rest of the train was gone. I started to get nervous, because (adding to the mystery) no one else was in the car. Totally confused, I suddenly saw a sign on the side of the car that said “Berlin!”5 At that point, the train started up, so I made my third “executive” decision: I jumped off the moving train. (Believe me, it’s not like the old cowboy movies. You really go flying head-over-heels, especially if you can’t see beyond your nose. When I got up, I finally realized what I had done. I had left myself standing out in the darkness somewhere in the middle of Germany, with the only light I could see getting smaller and smaller as it faded into the distance.


But the Germans are nothing if not observant: About two minutes later, a locomotive went by right near where I was standing, and the engineer must have seen me—because just a few minutes after that two men came running up the tracks (one wore a conductor’s hat and a walkie-talkie, and the other a white hard-hat, and held a big club in his hand). I kept yelling “Munich! Munich!” Finally, the conductor looked at the other man and (apparently with me in mind) repeated “Dummkopf! Dummkopf!” I thought to myself, “Now we’re communicating!”


The conductor contacted the Munich train (it had only gone around a bend and up to a small train station). I got on, and that train got into Munich at exactly 8:05 A.M. The Germans are nothing if not efficient, too.


Now, the conference was being conducted with the assistance of the University of Maryland, which has a campus on an American military base, right in Munich, called McGraw Kaserne. Remember that, through all this misery, I never had a chance to contact the conference people about all the problems and delays. But McGraw Kaserne happens to be a major telecommunications center for the Army, and the conference coordinators knew exactly where I was the whole time. They knew I’d missed the charter flight, that I’d been on the other two flights, and that I’d switched to the train. The only thing they didn’t know was that I’d jumped off the moving train. I even had some time on the last leg of the trip to get cleaned up.


When I got off the train in Munich, three people from the conference were there to greet me. They whisked me awav in a cab, getting me to the conference in no time. I then walked out on the stage and gave the keynote address at the Stress Management Symposium! Needless to say, I had lots of fresh examples for the presentation. In fact, I used the techniques delineated in this book dozens of times throughout my dismal trip, thus keeping myself from being totally miserable and freaked out. It was still not a “fun” trip, but I honestly handled it well with the help of the four steps we’ll be showing you shortly.


Make a list of your personal button-pushers, using the appropriate sheets in the following Exercises section. The pushers might be specific people, or single events, or a series of incidents that build up. They don’t have to be major events. They may even seem silly—but if you overreacted, put that down on the list.


Here (to skip the B’s for now) are the C’s. In the ABC model, C’s represent two things: your feelings and your behaviors in the specific situation occurring at Point A. For example, let’s say that (at Point A) you are trying to get to an important meeting or appointment, and you run into some unexpected traffic on the freeway. It isn’t quite bumper-to-bumper, but it’s slowing down. If you manage to get really anxious, agitated, and angry (your feelings at Point C) as you become increasingly late, how might you then start driving (your behavior at Point C)? You might weave in and out of lanes, tailgate, drive faster than you would under these conditions, honk your horn, shout at other drivers, and—with the appropriate gesture—show them their IQ. Some people would whip into the car-pool lane and hold up their jacket on the passenger side, hoping the highway patrol wouldn’t catch them. Now, if you were not nearly so agitated, would you normally drive like that? Probably not (although some people drive like that all the time). Do you see what happened here?


The first point in this model is: Feelings largely cause behavior. The way you feel, and how strongly, greatly influence how you will behave in a situation. If you get yourself overly anxious, angry, and upset about getting somewhere, you will likely drive like a nut.


Imagine being chosen by your fellow workers to give a major presentation in front of the highest executives in the company, to help convince them to change a policy or procedure, and you are “just” a supervisor, clerk, secretary, or middle manager. Somebody picked you because they wanted the big mucky-mucks to hear from some of the people in the trenches, and you’ve never done anything like this before. If you manage to get yourself excessively emotional, which feeling would it probably be: choose from overly anxious, angry, depressed, or guilty? The most likely is overly anxious, since you are about to speak at the head of the 30-foot-long tableful of executives.6


How might you then behave? Well, you might fidget, or stumble over the words, or pause often, or talk very fast, or blank out entirely. You see, again, feelings usually cause behavior. If you were instead walking down the street, calmly talking with a good friend, would you fidget (or whatever)? No—because you wouldn’t be anxious. Now, remember, not everyone would be excessively anxious when speaking in front of a group. But if you were, that would influence how you would act in such a situation. Once more, feelings normally cause behavior! And, as we shall see later, behaviors also influence feelings.


If your teenage son or daughter is (perish the thought) being obnoxious for the 4,000th time this week, not sticking to the rules, and being disrespectful or irresponsible, and you finally have had it, how might you talk and act? You might yell, threaten, use abusive language, be demeaning, have a major blowup, or “smack him (or her) good.” If you weren’t angry, would you behave that way? Probably not. Our feelings usually lead to our behavior.


We could end this book right now if we simply said, “So, if you want to make sure no one and nothing ever pushes your buttons, just don’t ever make yourself excessively anxious, angry, depressed, or guilty.” Brilliant! Piece of cake! But a little too simple. Actually, understanding the role of these four screwball feelings is important, but the critical question is: OK, if feelings cause behavior, then what causes these feelings? What causes us to get excessively anxious, angry, depressed, or guilty in the first place? And here is where most people make an incredible mistake: They believe that A’s cause C’s. And that is not true!!


[image: illustration]


Yet we think in that way, we talk that way, we explain our world that way. If I said to a fellow worker, “Bill, you seem really irritable this morning—what’s up?” he might say something like, “Well, I’ve been stuck on the freeway for the last hour and a half. I was trying to get in here early to prepare for this meeting, and now I have to walk in cold. It’s ruined my whole day already!” He’s talking as though A directly caused C, as though A (being stuck on the freeway and having no time to prepare for the meeting) made him upset and irritable at Point C. But that is not true—even though it seems that way.


Let’s say you had a fight with your spouse. In reflecting on what happened (especially if you’re still angry), you might recall that you said some pretty nasty things, but perhaps quickly explain them by saying, “Well, he started it” or “she made me so mad....” What you would be saying is that his or her behavior (the Activating Event) caused you to act the way you did (at Point C). But that would not be completely accurate: You also contributed by what you were thinking about him or her at Point B.


One of my colleagues at work pouted to a fellow worker, “You know that comment you made in the staff meeting? You really ticked me off when you said that. [Pause.] I just wanted you to know that. [Walks away.]” He was saying that the comment made in the staff meeting (Point A) made him very angry (at Point C). But (again) A’s do not directly cause C’s—even though we think that they do all the time, and it even seems like it’s really true. We constantly say to our kids, “You’re driving me crazy!” But As by themselves don’t cause Cs.


Well now, if A’s dont directly cause C’s, what does cause them? For the most part, B’s cause C’s. They interact with A’s to (mainly) cause Cs. Killer B’s! And they can be killer B’s if we let them.


[image: illustration]


Here are the B’s. So, what are B’s? What do we do at Point B when we run into a difficult situation or person at Point A before we wind up feeling or acting at Point C? There are lots of words to describe what we do at Point B: we react, choose, perceive, decide, analyze, make a judgment, size up the situation, assess it, imagine—all these words and more fall under one rubric, one umbrella term: We THINK! And the way we think in response to a specific person or situation will largely determine both how we respond emotionally and behaviorally at Point C, and whether we let the A’s push our buttons.


So we see ever more clearly that A’s don’t cause C’s—B’s mainly cause C’s. Now, some people believe that—especially in sudden situations—they don’t think at all; they just react: “As soon as he opened his mouth, I jumped all over him.” “I read the memo and ‘feathers’ instantly hit the fan.” “When I heard what they did, I just exploded.”
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