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Praise for Constructive Wallowing


“Where cognitive therapy teaches you what’s wrong with your thinking, Tina Gilbertson’s Constructive Wallowing teaches you what’s right with your feeling. Her style is light and breezy but her message is profound. Both wise and engaging—like a great therapist—this book can start you on the path of self-awareness and self-acceptance that is the essence of healing. And it’s good for therapists too. I found especially useful Tina’s focus on recognizing the disparaging, dismissive inner critic that keeps us stuck in our painful feelings by preventing us from really feeling and learning from them.”


—Elio Frattaroli, M.D.,


author of Healing the Soul in the Age of the Brain


“If you’ve already discovered that ‘Trying to think positive’ only makes you feel worse, it’s time to embrace Constructive Wallowing instead. This wise and witty book shows why pushing bad feelings away never works, and offers a practical approach to the more liberating alternative of allowing yourself to feel them. Ignore those grinning gurus: Tina Gilbertson explains how anxiety, anger, sadness, and fear can be a doorway to a far more profound kind of happiness.”


—Oliver Burkeman,


author of The Antidote: Happiness for People Who Can’t Stand Positive Thinking


“Tina has written a wise and wonderful book. Her warmth and light touch make it a pleasure to read. It’s even better than that, though; were you to actually follow her advice, you would be stepping through a process that therapists and research psychologists know increases self-compassion and behavioral flexibility. Tina skillfully dismantles the all-too-common protest that being kind to yourself somehow precludes being a caring and responsible human being. She goes on to present an accessible introduction to a set of practices that can lead to good stuff for you and for the people around you (well, assuming you agree that less rigidity and wasted energy equals good). This is a book I will share with clients. I’ll recommend Constructive Wallowing to psychology students, too, as a book that presents important research findings in a palatable-to-laypersons way.”


—Roberta K. Deppe, M.A.


(counseling psychology), Ph.D. (social psychology), adjunct instructor at Lewis & Clark College


“We’ve all read about different ways to stay positive and grateful, but Tina Gilbertson turns conventional wisdom on its head by suggesting that maybe we don’t need to be either of those things all the time. Her helpful approach comes at a time when we could all use a healthy dollop of compassion and humor, as well as a more effective strategy for coping with difficult feelings.”


—Jason Baker,


publisher of Natural Awakenings magazine


“When Tina talks about feelings, you want to listen, because an ‘Aha’ moment is usually sure to follow.”


—Lisa Voisin, author of The Watcher


“Gilbertson’s conversational tone, plain language, and step-by-step approach explain a deceptively simple concept. Recommended for a wide audience, including newbies to the self-help field and veterans of the genre.”


—Alison Campbell,


acquisitions librarian at North Vancouver District Public Library


“Tina is a gifted therapist, and has a wonderful way of talking about emotions in a manner that’s accessible to everyone. She offers a fresh viewpoint on how to be with our emotions in a helpful way, embracing and accepting ourselves as we are while learning to move forward. This is a great book for anyone wanting to grow out of old patterns and move forward in an emotionally intelligent way.”


—Janet Sandell, M.A., licensed professional counselor


“If I find myself ruminating over a particular problem, I now recognize that as my cue to wallow. Tina Gilbertson’s Constructive Wallowing gave me the permission I had unknowingly craved to truly feel my feelings, heal the wounds of both my past and present, and get on with fully living my life.”


—Jody Wynnyk, professional dating coach


“Constructive Wallowing is a revelation. Learning how to distinguish emotions from thoughts, and for the first time really believing that my emotions DO matter (and that I’m not a bad person for having them), has made my relationships with myself, my family, and my friends richer and more stable. Tina is a master at providing thorough explanations without overwhelming the reader with information. A must-read for anyone with a heart and a brain!”


—Isabel A. Spradlin, L.M.T.,


yoga instructor and massage therapist


“Tina Gilbertson is the kind of therapist to whom you would confidently send your friends and relatives. She is smart, funny, compassionate, wise, self-aware, and doesn’t take herself too seriously. And did I mention that all of those qualities come through in her writing?”


—Steve Berman,


adjunct professor at Lewis & Clark College
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Introduction


THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF WALLOWING


I like the phrase “constructive wallowing” because the pieces seem to contradict each other. Constructive is a good thing, but wallowing is bad. Right?


If this odd combination of words caught your attention, maybe it’s because you think wallowing in feelings, especially rotten ones, is just not a great use of your time. I can understand that; most people would rather spend their down time alphabetizing their cleaning supplies than stewing about office politics or crying over things they can’t control.


But if you’re not taking the time to pay attention to all your emotions, including the so-called “negative” ones, you could be seriously missing out. I mean on life. You could be passing up the good stuff: happiness, growth, and emotional freedom. You could be saying, “No thanks!” to more motivation, interest, and energy to pursue your dreams.


Emotions are energy. All of them—not just the good ones. Would you willingly shut off your own power source?


As a mental health counselor working with individual adults, I often hear people who are unhappy about something say, “I don’t want to wallow.” They usually say the word as if they’re talking about licking the bottom of a wading pool in a doggie daycare facility. And while I understand perfectly that wallowing in yucky feelings is unpleasant, I still like to answer, “Why not? What’s so bad about wallowing?” (I can be like that, just to warn you.)


That conversation is often the beginning of a paradigm shift for the person in the client’s chair. It changes their sense of the way things are, and opens up new possibilities for who they can become.


It’s a shift I’ve been through myself, and for me it opened doors I didn’t even know were there. Once I was able to understand that all my emotions were acceptable, not just the happy ones, I was able to embrace all that I am as a person. This led to a much-desired career change for me. All my life I’d known there was something special I wanted to do, if only I could figure out what it was. Learning how to deal with my feelings in a self-compassionate way helped me get in touch with my whole self, which included my purpose. It was only then that I could see the path under my feet.


I became a therapist to support others in developing compassion for themselves and all their feelings, so they could become who they’re meant to be. I wanted to teach people how to wallow constructively so they could not only reach for their potential, but heal from past hurts and feel better about themselves right this minute.


I thought of the book’s title one day after talking with a client—let’s call him Vance—a financial analyst who was going through a painful breakup. I’d had scores of conversations with people in various challenging circumstances, and I was hearing for the umpteenth time from Vance the familiar “I don’t want to wallow” speech.


He assured me that he didn’t have the time or the desire to wallow in his feelings about losing his girlfriend. He just needed “some tools for coping better” because, as it happened, he was starting a demanding new job at the very same time.


When I asked him about it, Vance couldn’t point to any ways in which he was coping badly. He was getting dressed every day, taking care of necessary tasks, even going out with friends. Suicide never entered his mind. Nevertheless, understandably, he was suffering. He was distracted by insistent feelings of sadness and anger and grief.


I remember thinking, “Why does Vance think he’s not coping well, just because he’s having feelings?”


The timing of the split certainly wasn’t ideal; Vance could have used some down time to regroup before diving into a new job. No one wants to be sad, angry, or preoccupied while trying to learn the ropes in an unfamiliar environment. But circumstances being what they were, he just ended up with too much on his plate at once. Any human being in his position would have found it impossible to feel serene and in control the way Vance wanted to.


Like so many people I’ve talked with, Vance hadn’t taken the time to acknowledge the intense and challenging nature of his present circumstances. Without consciously deciding to, he was treating himself as a sort of superhero who could withstand a hail of emotional bullets without pausing in his forward movement, let alone being pierced. He believed he was supposed to roll with whatever came his way without missing a step or even feeling uncomfortable. He seemed to see himself as an armored robot, programmed for productivity. So when he had normal emotions that affected his mood, he thought something was wrong with him!


As I said, Vance is far from alone in thinking this way; I see this superhero mentality in one client after another who comes in stressed out, depressed, and feeling stuck.


If only everyone knew how much more constructive it is to wallow in feelings rather than trying to ignore them and forge ahead, we’d all be able to move forward in work and in love without getting stuck so often in what feels like emotional quicksand.


The breakup-and-new-job combination made for a bumpy ride over the next few weeks, but Vance endured and eventually found peace, both at work and in another relationship. There’s wisdom in the notion that what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. What we might need, though, is a new definition of strength that doesn’t require ignoring ourselves.


If you’re tired of


        •     trying to ignore difficult feelings


        •     doing something constructive every minute of the day, and/or


        •     feeling down on yourself because of a lack of motivation,


this book will offer you a practical and effective alternative to kicking yourself when you’re down.


Whatever skills, habits, or tools you’ve already got going for you, you can keep. I’ll ask you to give up only what’s weighing you down and working against you. You can’t lose; you can only gain.


If you’d simply like to be able to do a little wallowing and actually feel good about it, well, then you’ve come to the right place.


What Would You Do If You Lost Everything?


Natasha


Eighteen-year-old Natasha is a bright, athletic college student who loves to hike and explore the wilderness. Ever since she could walk she’s spent almost all her free time in the forest on the rolling hills near her home. As a child she would often disappear among the leaves for hours, climbing trees, examining every surface, and eating the lunch she’d brought in her backpack to save her having to go home too soon.


Her parents learned not to worry because of how well she knew the forest and how agile and strong she was. Besides, it was impossible to keep her out of the woods!


Her family and friends always knew that Natasha would find a way to make a living enjoying and protecting her favorite habitat. No one was surprised when she applied and was accepted to the forestry program at the local university.


Natasha chose to continue living at home while going to school. Her parents bought her a good road bike that she could use for commuting.


One cold November morning during her very first year, as she’s riding her still-new bike to the university under a threatening gray sky, a speeding car runs a red light and drives straight into Natasha. She’s thrown from her bike alive but unconscious and seriously injured.


She spends the next month in a coma. When she wakes up, her mind is intact—she was wearing a helmet and escaped a brain injury—but she feels nothing below her waist.


Natasha learns that she was hit by a drunk driver at 7:45 a.m. on a Tuesday, that her spinal cord was severed irreparably, and that she’s permanently lost the use of her legs.


At first she can’t believe she’ll never again go on long, solitary hikes off the beaten path on those forested hills, or ride the bike her parents bought her, which was mangled beyond repair. But eventually she realizes it’s true; in one horrible moment, life as she knew it is over for Natasha.


In the face of this unfathomable loss, Natasha tries to maintain a positive attitude, concentrating on the fact that she survived. Her family and friends encourage her to focus on what she can do, not what she can’t. Natasha makes everyone proud with her unconquerable spirit and will to go on.


Between rehabilitation sessions with physical and occupational therapists, she distracts herself from bad feelings about what happened with inspiring movies and healing affirmations. Whenever she starts to feel angry or blue, she turns her mind to all the things she’s grateful for.


One year after the accident, Natasha’s fractured bones have healed, and she’s returned to college. She’s become skilled at using a wheelchair to get around, but, despite her efforts to stay positive, she seems to be getting more depressed instead of less so.


Her “negative” feelings frustrate her, and she reads one inspirational book after another to keep her spirits up. One day when she’s feeling especially down, she angrily thinks, “When will I move on from this?”


Dan


Twenty-eight years old and unable to find a job, Dan decides to enlist in the military. He’s healthy and intelligent, but hasn’t yet found his calling. He likes the thought of learning on the job and having steady employment in precarious economic times.


Maybe he’ll be an Army man, he thinks, just like his uncle. But Dan is thorough. He visits recruiters from all the branches of the military before he makes his choice: The Army it will be!


In a very short time he’s passed the military aptitude test with flying colors. Next he survives basic training, and, a few months after that, he’s a newly minted topographic surveyor. Less than a year after enlisting, he finds himself stationed overseas.


While working with a team in the baking sun to erect a survey tower in a dusty valley, Dan notices unusual disturbances in the dirt near where they’ve set up. Just as he’s bending down to get a better look, someone in front of him steps on a mine!


The blinding flash of light is the last thing Dan will ever see. Projectiles from the explosion destroy both his eyes and part of his left hand, ending his short military career as well as the life he knows as a sighted person. The man who stepped on the mine is thrown several feet and badly injured, but survives. No one else is seriously hurt.


Back at home, Dan is overwhelmed by anger. “Why me?” he thinks, and punches his pillow. He wishes he’d tried harder to find a job as a civilian before joining the Army. Things would be so different if he just hadn’t enlisted. What on earth was he thinking? He’s plagued by regret.


He doesn’t want to go through the rest of his life as a “damned cripple,” and there are days when he refuses to get out of bed. Everything seems to make him angry.


Gradually Dan becomes aware of a profound sadness under the rage. He’ll never see the faces of his future children, if he even has them. Thinking about what might have been, he cries wrenching tears that come from deep within his soul.


Over time, the tears fall less often. A new interest in life begins to sneak in at the edges of his grief. During his rehabilitation Dan has become adept at touch typing—so much so that he’s filled several reams of paper with his thoughts, feelings, and observations. He discovers a quiet joy in writing that he’s always known but never paid much attention to.


A year after the explosion, Dan has made long strides in adjusting to his disability and is filled with purpose as he works on writing his first book. He’s engaged to the warm-hearted occupational therapist who patiently helped him re-train in the tasks of daily living, and they’re looking forward to starting a life and a family together.


At times he’s frustrated by his disability, but Dan is far from depressed. He has “up” days and “down” days, exactly like anyone else.


Why is Dan, who started out with so much regret, anger, and sadness about what happened to him, now feeling so much better than Natasha?


By the time you finish reading this book, I hope the answer will be clear.


What If You Have Everything and Still Aren’t Happy?


It’s easy to feel compassion for people like Natasha and Dan, whose losses are so readily apparent. But when it comes to the small losses, irritations, upsets, and annoyances that the vast majority of us suffer daily and weekly, year in and year out, how much compassion do we have for ourselves? Chances are we compare ourselves to people like Natasha and Dan and say, “It could be worse” or “At least I’ve got my health.” In this effort to look on the bright side, we succeed in cutting ourselves off from needed understanding and support.


Let’s take Natasha’s and Dan’s circumstances off the table for a moment. Maybe it will be easier to see something of yourself in Kendra, whose suffering is far less dramatic although no less real. Kendra has her health, a loving husband and two children, and enough money to live comfortably. She feels she has no right whatsoever to complain about anything. Yet she’s not happy.


For the past ten years, thirty-eight-year-old Kendra has been thinking of starting a business selling her handmade jewelry. Her husband supports the idea, but so far she hasn’t done very much to get started. She feels trapped in what she considers a dead-end job as an office manager that takes up most of her time, most days each week. Evenings and weekends, she usually finds she has no energy to work on her business goal.


Kendra often feels bad about herself, especially when she doesn’t feel like doing the things she knows she should as a budding entrepreneur—building a website, taking a class, or attending a networking event. She’s also focused on what she sees as her pathological inability to get to the gym after work, even though she wants to be more fit.


Kendra’s experiencing a serious lack of motivation. She knows what she “should” be doing, but she never seems to feel like doing it. The jewelry she’s made in the past gathers dust in her garage. These days, she barely even feels like making new pieces, something that used to be fun and exciting for her.


Because she’s not laid up in a hospital bed with traumatic injuries, Kendra tells herself she has “no excuse and zero tolerance” for not being more active. Her self-image sinks lower every year. The only solution she can think of is to push herself harder. “Just do it!,” she urges herself. Sometimes this works for a little while. Other times, when she doesn’t follow through, it just makes her feel worse.


Kendra isn’t exactly alone in her predicament. She has a built-in drill sergeant. It’s the insistent voice of her self-critical thoughts.


In real life, a drill sergeant is supposed to be tough; he or she is teaching people how to be soldiers. They need to learn skills that could mean the difference between life and death on the battlefield.


But Kendra’s not a soldier. She’s a civilian who lives in comparative safety. She doesn’t need a drill sergeant yelling at her while she watches TV: “What do you think you’re doing? You should be more pro-DUCK-tive!”


When she decides to stay home and read a book instead of attending a networking event, her inner drill sergeant screams, “You should be ashamed of yourself! What do you think this is? A pleasure cruise?!?”


When it’s all just too much and Kendra’s tears of frustration get the better of her, the drill sergeant is right there to ridicule and shame her: “My 98-year-old grandmother is tougher than you! Now stop your whining and get back out there!”


Kendra’s drill sergeant has been with her so long, she doesn’t remember when he first showed up. She doesn’t even know what life would be like without this critical character.


She often wishes he’d go away, but, at the same time, she believes she needs him. Kendra doesn’t realize that what would really motivate her is an inner caring friend instead of the harsh drill sergeant.


Kendra is so used to the critical tone of her own thinking that it never occurs to her she might not deserve this harsh treatment. More to the point, the drill sergeant’s yelling is not actually helping her accomplish her goals! It’s just making her feel worse about herself, further sapping her motivation and energy.


Kendra has never imagined what it could be like to have an inner caring friend who says, “You’re so tired; I can understand your desire to rest. Let me get you a pillow.”


The very thought of such kindness fills Kendra with a confused tangle of emotions. There’s relief and gratitude, but also fear and suspicion. What if she just allowed herself to rest whenever she wanted to? What if she let herself not do the things she should be doing, without criticizing herself?


No, she thinks, shaking her head as if to rid herself of an impure thought. If she were to “go soft” on herself, she’d never get anything done. She has to stay on her own case to keep that from happening. At least the inner drill sergeant will keep her from falling prey to enemies in the form of sadness, loneliness, regret, and despair. As long as she’s at least trying to be productive, she’s got something positive to focus on. She’s got hope.









BE WHERE YOU ARE


“I believe that it may be normal, healthy, and even productive to experience mild to moderate depression from time to time as part of the variable emotional spectrum, either as an appropriate response to situations or as a way of turning inward and mentally chewing over problems to find solutions.”


~ ANDREW WEIL, M.D.


“There is not a particle of life which does not bear poetry within it.”


~ GUSTAVE FLAUBERT


“The emotion that can break your heart is sometimes the very one that heals it.”


~ NICHOLAS SPARKS


“There is no object so foul that intense light will not make it beautiful.”


~ RALPH WALDO EMERSON


“Our sweetest songs are those of saddest thought.”


~ PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY


“What good is the warmth of summer, without the cold of winter to give it sweetness?”


~ JOHN STEINBECK


“Oh, God of dust and rainbows, help us see that without the dust the rainbow would not be.”


~ LANGSTON HUGHES


“If only we’d stop trying to be happy, we could have a pretty good time.”


~ EDITH WHARTON










While Kendra’s been trying to get herself to buck up and start her business, she’s unaware that she’s defying Nature itself. The fact is, Kendra has dysthymia (diss-THIGH-mee-uh), mild but chronic depression that can hang around for years. Depressed people don’t start businesses. They don’t go to the gym. They don’t feel motivated to do much of anything.


Kendra’s expecting way too much of herself in her present state. What she needs to do is address the problem inside before expecting results on the outside. She needs to accept her actual (rather than desired) experience, understand it, and allow herself to be pulled toward the next step rather than trying to push herself there.


Kendra is right to be hopeful that things can change, but she’s looking for change in all the wrong places. She’s trying to change her experience by doing, rather than by being.
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