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“We humans need this book now! Our thoughts and our minds have the ability to 
heal with this guidance. The greatest relationship you have is with yourself, and Dr. Schaub does an incredible job of teaching us to empower ourselves with the amazing information in this book.”

DANA G. COHEN, M.D.,
COAUTHOR OF QUENCH

“So many of us are looking for answers to help with anxiety, poor self-esteem, lack of confidence, insomnia, and countless other issues. Many of these issues stem from stories never told or beliefs that are not founded in reality. Friedemann Schaub, M.D., Ph.D., has compiled in The Empowerment Solution all the tools that will bring freedom from anxiety and self-doubt and then enhanced personal empowerment, which we all strive for in life. It is a must-read for all of us on a quest for self-empowerment.”

MARCELLE PICK, OB/GYN 
NP, AUTHOR OF IS IT 
ME OR MY HORMONES?, 
THE CORE BALANCE 
DIET, AND IS IT 
ME OR MY ADRENALS?

“Living in survival mode makes us feel anxious and powerless. Dr. Schaub’s book will show you how to get through survival mode and come out on the other side. The Empowerment Solution puts you on a path of self-exploration to learn how to own your energy and life again. This very helpful guide not only provides practical and powerful steps for how to regain your power but also shares real-life examples from Dr. Schaub and his clients in stories that we can all identify with. Dive into this book, implement the exercises, and on the way discover how effortlessly you can become empowered.”

DR. MAYA NOVAK,
MINDFUL HEALING EXPERT AND AUTHOR OF HEAL 
BEYOND EXPECTATIONS

“The Empowerment Solution is such an insightful book. A light went off 
inside when I learned about anxiety being an inner compass that alerts us when 
we’re off our path. It makes perfect sense. I also found the chapter “Self-Compassion: The Key to Owning Your Hidden Gifts” very moving and profound. It truly helped me connect to the scared little boy in me. I lost my dad to cancer and that loss would’ve been much, much harder for me had I not connected those fears into strengths. Dr. Friedemann and this book helped me do that.”

MAURICE BENARD, DAYTIME 
EMMY AWARD–WINNING 
ACTOR ON GENERAL HOSPITAL,
AUTHOR OF THE NEW YORK 
TIMES BESTSELLER NOTHING 
GENERAL ABOUT IT,
AND HOST OF STATE 
OF MIND PODCAST

“In this insightful and helpful book, Dr. Schaub offers far more than the standard techniques for dealing with fear and anxiety. He goes deeper and gets at the real causes of our discontent. Most importantly, Schaub provides solutions that reconnect us with ourselves, our power, and our fundamental ground.”

NANCY COLIER,
AUTHOR OF THE EMOTIONALLY 
EXHAUSTED WOMAN  AND 
CAN’T STOP THINKING
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INTRODUCTION

When I was seventeen years old, my dad and I went on a short hiking vacation in the Italian Alps. Frankly, spending four days with my father wasn’t something I was really looking forward to. Since I could remember, his intense and unpredictable angry outbursts and mood swings kept my mom, sister, and me on edge. So going on holiday with him felt like having a picnic in a minefield.

One day, as we were walking across a beautiful mountain meadow, he suddenly said, “You know, since I was seventeen, I’ve always been anxious.” This took me by surprise. I knew that my dad was forced to fight in World War II when he’d just turned seventeen. He never talked about his certainly horrendous experiences on the battlefield. I just knew that he was captured at the end of the war and kept in a French prison camp, where he almost died from starvation. And when he and his best friend escaped, his buddy was shot and killed in the process, while my father just barely made it. He must have been dealing with survivor’s guilt. Afterward, he surrendered to the US Forces because he knew he had a greater chance to survive in an American prisoner-of-war camp.

My father was fifty-five at the time of our hike. Was this traumatic past still haunting him after all these years? I wondered. Maybe because I hadn’t said anything, he continued: “You know it isn’t just what happened during the war. What makes me anxious is the fear of losing everything and ending up having nothing, just like I grew up.” My dad was just a little boy when his father passed away from tuberculosis. His mom raised his three sisters and him on a minimal salary, and through arduous work she made ends meet. He had told me before how little his family had had to eat, and how after the war ended his older sisters took their cart and traveled—sometimes gone for weeks—far beyond their home in the Black Forest, to beg farmers for some vegetables or a little bit of flour.

As my father continued sharing his constant worry of being impoverished, it dawned on me that much of his anger and depression must have been fueled by his anxiety. Logically, there was no reason for him to be concerned. He was a successful countryside doctor with a thriving practice he’d built with my mom, who was also a physician. But, as he admitted during the hike, as soon as a patient switched to another colleague or he had to deal with an unexpected expense, his anxiety overwhelmed him, causing him to catastrophize and worry day and night. “And there is nothing I can do to make my anxiety go away,” he said.

I guess seeing a counselor or psychiatrist would have been an option, but my dad was too proud and too scared to admit his struggles to anyone. I’m still not sure why my father chose that day as one of the rare moments he was willing to show me his vulnerable side. Nevertheless, what he confided in me affected me deeply. I knew how anxiety felt since I’d been dealing with it myself since I was ten years old. Like most of us, I wasn’t encouraged to discover who I was as a child, trust in my inner wisdom, or follow the guidance of my heart. Instead, I was told that I was better off controlling my natural cheerfulness, to become more serious, conform to what others expected from me, and stay motivated to advance by competing and comparing myself with my peers. During the hike with my dad, I promised myself, as most seventeen-year-old teenagers do, that I would never become like him and end up stuck in a prison of doubt, worry, and powerlessness.

Well, never say never. Fast forward thirteen years, and I was on my way to getting trapped in the very same mindset. As a stressed-out resident in cardiology, I too had spent many days and sleepless nights agonizing about how everything could be taken away from me. By everything, I meant my career, in which I’d invested so much time and energy that it had become my identity. I constantly worried about how to please my boss, appear as motivated and competent as my colleagues, and avoid getting negative attention. Admittedly, the pressure to perform and fit in wasn’t all in my head. My department head was highly ambitious and swift to write off those he deemed unsuited to help him reach his goals. Even though I felt like a victim of my circumstances at that time, it was still me who chose to combat my stress and anxiety with greasy food, too much wine, the occasional medication, and overcome my sense of powerlessness with hard work and gallons of coffee.

Five years of chronic stress and anxiety on this hamster-wheel-on-overdrive took a toll on me. After several middle-of-the-night panic attacks, I realized that the path I was on and the pace at which I traveled weren’t sustainable. I felt lost. One day I walked into a church, somehow hoping that spending a bit of time in this quiet space would give me some answers. To my disappointment, I neither received any guidance nor did I feel any better. All I felt was a big emptiness in my heart that I had no clue how to fill or even reach, because it was surrounded by a wall of anxiety, insecurity, and confusion. Maybe it would have been wise to look for a counselor. Yet, I was already too far down the road my dad had laid out for me, so my pride and fear of showing vulnerability stopped me from looking in the yellow pages, picking up the phone, and making an appointment.

As I described in my first book, The Fear and Anxiety Solution, years later, I learned to understand and appreciate anxiety as an inner compass that alerts us when we’re off track and out of alignment with ourselves. Although my experience as a resident was rough at times, I’m glad my anxiety didn’t give up on me. It continued to push me to take an inventory of my life and ask myself important questions such as, Is that all that my life is supposed to be? Am I really happy with who I am and with what I am doing?

Again, for a long time, no answers. But at least these questions kept me wondering whether I should continue on this path of life or choose a different one, until one day fate smiled on me and nudged me to make a choice. This was when everything changed, which I will tell you more about in the last chapter of the book.

If you ask yourself these questions, Is my life all it is supposed to be? and Am I really happy with who I am and what I am doing? do you get any answers? Or do you tell yourself, as I did, that you need to suck it up buttercup and stop complaining, because it could be worse?

Not to sound uncaring, but if there was one positive aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was that people took this frightening and challenging time as an opportunity to reflect on themselves and their lives. Many of my clients told me that, particularly during lockdowns, they realized how hectic, busy, and overwhelming their day-to-day lives had become. Once the pandemic restrictions took all the usual obligations, expectations, and distractions away, they felt a strange sense of relief and peace. As one of my clients put it, “Although I’m not able to leave the house and do what I want, I feel freer and lighter than I have in a long time. There’s no pressure to perform or fit in, no fear of missing out or not measuring up, and nobody who can make me feel that I’m not good enough.”

For many people, the old, autopilot way of living, which someone described as “nobody wants to die, but everybody is just killing time,” appeared no longer acceptable. The break from a life that had become unmanageable and deprived of joy and meaning was more than a welcomed reprieve. It awoke a strong desire to break free from the old way of living, which is reflected in the Great Resignation.1 Although vaccines and new treatment options have somewhat reduced the dangers of COVID-19, many citizens haven’t been willing to let their lives go back to “normal.” According to the US Department of Labor, 4.3 million Americans left their jobs in August 2021, which equates to about 2.9 percent of the national workforce.2 In an interview with the BBC, Professor Martha Maznevski of Western University in Ontario, Canada, explained that the number of people thinking about quitting their jobs may be much higher.3 According to Professor Maznevski, two broad categories of people choose to participate in the Great Resignation. One is the people who make a good salary but feel uninspired by their jobs and are unwilling to exchange personal fulfillment for advancement in their careers. The other category is minimum wage workers, who are fed up with the toxic and unhealthy conditions they have to endure. I believe that no matter whether people quit a high-paying tech job or a “sweat-job” in retail, hospitality, or the supply chain, they all refuse to sacrifice any longer their health and wellbeing for work that causes them nothing but stress and anxiety. It’s still uncertain if the Great Resignation is a new trend or a shortterm phenomenon, but the COVID-19 pandemic has magnified for many what I experienced twenty-five years ago: a deep urge to quit the feeling of powerlessness from living in survival mode and start taking the reins of my life.

Since you were drawn to this book, you probably share the feelings of anxiety and powerlessness and the desire to become the empowered leader of your life. And while you may be satisfied with your job, your sense of stressful disempowerment may come from your relationships with others—and yourself. Do any of the following scenarios sound familiar to you?


	You feel trapped by the shadows of past trauma and abuse, and because you don’t trust anyone, you keep everybody at arm’s length.

	You’re too afraid to draw attention to yourself, so you keep your life small and predictable instead of exploring what else is possible for you.

	You’re afraid of failure and thus never complete what you started. You stare at an overwhelming mountain of unfinished tasks and overdue obligations.

	Due to insecurity and lack of self-worth, you constantly adjust to what others want you to do and be, or try to get their approval by taking care of their needs while never daring to express your own.

	You put all your energy and attention into finding true love, but instead of happiness and fulfillment, all you receive are countless rejections and disappointments.



If you’ve been dealing with stress and anxiety due to one or more of these challenges, you’ve been stuck in survival mode—at least in parts of your life. Chances are that, more often than not, you’ve wanted to quit much more than your job; you’ve wanted to quit yourself.

Looking back twenty-five years, my biggest struggle wasn’t my job in the cardiology department. What made me feel powerless and lost was that I was disconnected from myself. As a result, I didn’t know who I was, what I had to offer, and what I wanted from life. I was usually uncomfortable in my own skin, unable to make clear decisions based on what was right for me, and constantly floating like a feather in the wind looking for someone or something to give me a grounding sense of meaning, worthiness, and belonging. But no direction, instruction, and validation from the outside could soothe my troubled mind and fill my starving heart. It wasn’t until I learned to understand my subconscious and consciously fostered a harmonious relationship with this deeper part of my mind, that I finally received answers from within.

You too may have been searching for yourself for quite some time, but you’ve kept on looking for answers from the outside due to the lack of inner guidance. Maybe you’ve tried other books, courses, meditations, and mindfulness practices to gain a sense of clarity and peace. And while you’ve made some progress, you may still feel somewhat empty-hearted, ungrounded, and uncertain about what it means to live as your true self. Wouldn’t it be great if you could finally switch out of survival mode and into a more empowered and authentic version of yourself?

The good news is that The Empowerment Solution will help you get there by employing the best guide for this quest: your subconscious. I wrote this book based on my twenty years of experience helping people work with their subconscious minds to overcome anxiety and powerlessness and reconnect with themselves. The Empowerment Solution shows you step-by-step how to break free from the six most common survival patterns—victim, invisibility, procrastinator, chameleon, helper, and lover—and transform them into the six keys to self-empowerment, allowing you to take self-reliant 
ownership of your life. You will learn how to disentangle from the past and peel 
off the layers of false identities, limiting beliefs, and self-negating patterns 
that have prevented you from seeing and appreciating your inner brilliance. You’ll reconnect with your essence, realign your thoughts, feelings, and actions with your authentic truth, and open your heart to reclaim the dormant gifts and powers that reside within.

Not all of the six survival patterns may, at first glance, resonate with you. As a confident extrovert or self-proclaimed go-getter and overachiever, you may be unable to relate to the invisibility pattern or the procrastinator pattern. Or you may tell yourself that the lover pattern doesn’t pertain to you because you’re a happy, commitment-hesitant single or in a harmonious long-term relationship. And who wants to be called a victim? But you might soon find that we all have these patterns in our survival repertoire. We may just use some in more subtle ways—or have tried to avoid and suppress them, even though they are parts of our subconscious mind. Reconnecting with these patterns and turning them into their empowered versions will help you access dormant aspects of your potential that will deepen your relationship with yourself and enrich your life with greater joy, purpose, and fulfillment.

The Empowerment Solution is designed as an experiential self-discovery 
journey. Just as you would take your time to learn to know someone you could 
fall in love and spend the rest of your life with, pace yourself as you travel 
on this journey. Take time to process and solidify the new insights you gain 
about yourself. Practice the self-empowering tools you obtain in your daily 
life; and continue to appreciate how, with every chapter, you feel increasingly 
at home with yourself and confident in creating the reality you desire.

This book has all you need to rewrite your outdated owner’s manual and become 
the authentically empowered leader of your life. My only regret is that I could 
not give my dad a copy during our hike in the Alps. I believe this book could 
have ended his struggles and transformed his inner world. That’s my hope for you.



PART I


Taking Inventory

Why You Are Never Powerless
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SURVIVAL AND THE SLOW 
LOSS OF SELF

For most of us, surviving isn’t about staying alive but staying comfortable. Yet, what we should fear more than getting hurt, judged, or rejected, is the painful regret of never having ventured beyond our comfort zone—and never having lived with greater joy and purpose.

You are embarking on a journey of self-discovery and empowerment. With all expeditions, it’s wise to define where we started, how we got there, and where we want to end up. Let’s be honest, you didn’t pick up this book because your life is going swimmingly and you wake up every day with a big smile on your face. Most likely, you’re dealing with stress, anxiety, lack of confidence, a general sense of feeling powerless, or maybe even feeling depressed. Welcome to the club; you’re not alone. As you will see in a moment, most of our society struggles with similar issues.

But feel good about yourself, that you chose not to throw your hands up in the air and accept your challenges with anxiety or insecurity as a weakness that you need to cope with for the rest of your life. Instead, you’re reading this book because you believe enough in yourself to want to learn how to heal from within. Having dealt with anxiety and lack of self-worth myself, I know how much courage and commitment it takes to explore how and why our mind has been making our lives so difficult. But the reward of better understanding our mind is that we also figure out how we can use its power to uncreate these challenges.

In The Fear and Anxiety Solution, I described a step-by-step process to overcome fear and anxiety by finding and resolving their subconscious root causes. This was just the beginning. After helping thousands of people worldwide overcome anxiety, lack of self-esteem, and chronic stress, I’ve found that the key to profound and lasting change is to establish an authentically empowered relationship with ourselves. How we get there is what this journey is all about.

Let me ask you, how often do you feel powerless in just one day—overwhelmed by obligations and unrealistic expectations, stuck in situations that feel impossible to change, or victimized by people you can’t control or even by your own emotions? You’re stuck in traffic and worry that you’ll end up late for work. Your boss pushes an unreasonable deadline on you, which means less time with your loved ones during the weekend. At home, you have to walk on eggshells because your partner is again cranky and shut off but unwilling to talk or do anything about it. And as soon as you wake up in the morning, you wonder when your anxiety may attack you again. The more life appears overwhelming and out of our control, the more powerless we feel.

Yet, we’re born with sheer unlimited potential to grow, adapt, and succeed, which makes us innately powerful. Just the fact that we learned how to crawl and then walk, that we figured out how to use our mouths and vocal cords to form words others can understand, and that we developed skills to relate to the world around us proves that we are innately powerful. So when and how do we end up losing our power?

There are undoubtedly many reasons why for many of us life seems overwhelming and unmanageable. Our world faces unprecedented challenges, such as climate change, racial injustice, mass shootings, and political divisiveness. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the level of stress and anxiety has only escalated. 
The fear of getting ill or losing a loved one, the loss of freedom, financial stability, and normalcy, as well as inflation and a looming recession, are just some of the additional concerns most of us are dealing with right now. A study from June 2020 found that more than three times as many US adults reported symptoms of severe psychological stress in April as they did in 2018.1 According to a report from the American Psychological Association, more than 80 percent of US adults cite worries about the country’s future as a significant source of stress.2

Even if we were to put aside the fallout of the pandemic and other challenges, there are four reasons why life has become increasingly stressful during the last two decades.


	To keep up with the increasing demands of our daily lives, we’ve become busier than ever before. Whether we’re pushing ourselves for job security, to maintain a particular lifestyle, to prove our worthiness, or just to make ends meet while also caring for the kids, there remains little time to relax, reflect, and recuperate. Yet no matter how fast we rush through our days and how much we cross off our long to-do lists, we still regularly fail to meet the high expectations of ourselves or others, leaving us feeling defeated, deflated, and not good enough.

	With the omnipresence of smartphones and tablets, we are inundated 24/7 
	with an enormous amount of data. To compute and sift through this vast 
	external input, our minds work overtime. The combination of busy lives and 
	busy minds means for many a lack of rest. Data from the National Health 
	Institute showed that 35 percent of working adults are not getting adequate sleep, which is defined as seven hours or more per night.3


	Paradoxically, while the digital age allows us to be connected to everyone, it prevents us from connecting with ourselves. With the ever-expanding influence of social media and its blurred lines of reality and virtuality, we struggle with the fear of missing out, not fitting in, or not being unique enough. The need for individuality and authenticity is replaced by the need to impress and be liked. Rather than turning inward to discover and embrace our gifts, talents, and desires, we focus on living up to increasingly unattainable standards.

	Unlike our computers, our minds haven’t been able to update to calmly sift through the endless amount of information we’re flooded with. Being already overloaded, we tend to pay attention to only the fear-mongering messages that promise to tell us the truth, no matter how ludicrous it appears. As extreme views, misinformation, and conspiracy theories erode our trust in fundamental institutions of society, such as government, science, education, and even democracy, absurd movements such as QAnon, the lizard people conspiracy, and flat-earthers gain more followers. It appears that we’re dealing with a growing crisis in faith, desperately looking for something or someone to believe in and hold onto.



It all sounds pretty overwhelming, right? That’s what our subconscious thinks as well, which is why it’s rushing to the rescue. To help us cope with life’s challenges, this deeper part of our mind employs two survival modes, avoiding and pleasing, to protect us from what it considers dangerous threats, such as hurt, criticism, ridicule, rejection, failure, and abandonment.

The avoider and pleaser modes consist of six distinct survival patterns—victim, invisibility, procrastinator, chameleon, helper, and lover. There’s nothing wrong per se with any of these survival patterns. Most of us use them in various aspects of our lives. But survival patterns, triggered by chronic stress and anxiety, become a problem when they turn into our default ways of being and make us approach life in constant self-defense. Considering the high prevalence of anxiety and stress, it’s fair to assume that a large percentage of our society lives in perpetual survival mode.


WHERE DO SURVIVAL PATTERNS COME FROM?

Let me start with a broad overview before we go into details. Our subconscious mind developed survival patterns early in our lives when we depended entirely on the adults around us. Whether we were dealing with instability or volatility in our home, or were repeatedly neglected, judged, made fun of, or punished, our subconscious carefully registered and analyzed negative messages and events to determine whether we were safe, could trust in others, and deserved to be taken care of. It didn’t take significant trauma and abuse for the subconscious protector to doubt our safety. We may have had a completely ordinary upbringing on paper, and our siblings may still reminisce about the good old days, but because some of us are more sensitive, a relentlessly teasing brother, our parents’ disappointed look when we didn’t receive straight A’s, or the time when our best friend ditched us for somebody else, signified that life is scary and we need to watch out to avoid getting hurt.

Our subconscious uses these emotionally charged memories as reference points for the future by condensing them into beliefs that define our perspective of ourselves and the world around us (see page 17). An extreme example of this process is a phobia. One day when I was six years old, I heard my mom screaming bloody murder. I ran to the kitchen to find out what had happened to her. I had never seen my mother as frightened before, as she stared at an enormous spider on the floor that just moments before had been crawling on her. Watching my mom with so much angst created a new belief that I needed to steer clear of spiders because they are terrifying and dangerous. I am not proud to admit that even into my early thirties, the sight of a hairy eight-legged creature with beady eyes made me run out of the room and ask my wife Danielle to take the monster out of the house.

In contrast to phobias, survival beliefs are more general and wide-reaching. The most common ones are, “I am not safe, I am not good enough, I don’t belong, I am not loveable, and the world isn’t a good/safe place.” Beliefs are powerful filters that distort, generalize, and omit the external input we are receiving. Suppose that you had been ostracized in school and so you assumed that you don’t fit in with others. As an adult, the filter of this limiting belief would make you always remember when your colleagues at work grabbed a coffee without asking you to join. And you would completely forget that they only went without you because they were planning to throw you a birthday lunch. Limiting beliefs also become self-fulfilling prophecies, as they make us act in ways that confirm their premise. A classic example is when we believe that we are not loveable, and though we are with an adoring partner, we either become so needy or so jealous and suspicious that we eventually push them away, proving to ourselves that nobody can ever love us.

Due to the chronic stress we are living with, our subconscious is on continuous high alert, scanning for any potential danger that may be similar to what we’ve experienced in the past. Once the survival 
loop gets triggered, let’s say by our mom criticizing that we never stop by, a 
friend not returning our calls, or an overwhelming amount of work, our subconscious cross-references the current experiences with memories of similar events. With a “See, I knew that I needed to take over, because nothing has changed since our past,” the subconscious inner protector launches into survival mode by pulling out the old limiting belief filters to highlight what is “really” going on. These filters distort our perception and make the potential threat bigger and more imminent, and the consequences more severe. Through these filters it is evident that Mom will never approve of us, our friend is mad at us, or that we will inevitably get fired because we can never get on top of the mountain of work that only grows bigger by the minute. The distorted view on reality then activates negative self-talk, anxiety, stress, insecurity, guilt, or shame. If we don’t consciously challenge this knee-jerk self-defense reaction, which we’ll get into later, the mental-emotional response sets in motion one or several of the six already mentioned survival patterns. Caught in this survival loop, we shift from being competent adults to behaving like we did when we were children.

We shrink like kids when we feel criticized, overextend ourselves to get approval, and want to hide under a blanket to avoid uncomfortable tasks. Even though rationally, we know that we should shrug off other people’s opinions and face potential challenges calmly and level-headed, the subconscious survival patterns continue to override any logic and reasoning.

Short-term survival patterns of making ourselves small and invisible, over-giving and over-pleasing, or putting off the tasks at hand can give us a sense of safety or belonging. Yet letting these patterns dominate our lives has two significant downsides:


	We lose our power because we believe that our safety and well-being depend on others, instead of finding peace, strength, and validation from within. As we feel more and more powerless, we get more easily triggered, which reinforces the beliefs of not being safe, good enough, or belonging, and fuels our struggles with stress, anxiety, and insecurity. Life becomes an endless survival loop just to make it through another day.

	The second downside of making surviving our primary focus is that we no longer slow down to listen to our thoughts, face our emotions, or ask deep questions such as, What do I really want? What is my purpose? or What is the meaning of life? Since we never developed strong self-awareness, self-acceptance, and self-worth, we eventually become more than powerless—we become disconnected from ourselves.



Depression and hopelessness set in when we realize that no matter how many people or situations we avoid and how much approval we receive, we still end up stuck, powerless, and unsure of who we are and whether we matter.
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Survival Mode Loop

An emotionally charged memory consolidates into a belief that shapes our perception of reality and activates emotions and behaviors. This survival pattern overrides logic and reasoning. As a result, we lose our power and become disconnected from ourselves. Then a trigger kicks off the memory, and round and round we go.




SELF-EMPOWERMENT AND THE ILLUSION OF BEING POWERLESS

Now for the good news: you can switch out of the survival loop for good. You are not powerless, and you can’t give your power away. Let’s take a look at these common examples of how you might feel you give your power away:


	You consider outside opinions more seriously than your own.

	You follow others’ advice, even though you don’t want to.

	You prefer to stay quiet and unnoticed.

	You let people talk down to you without pushing back.

	You never say “no” to what others want you to do.



Sounds pretty disempowering, right? But as you look more closely, ask yourself, “Am I giving my power away, or am I not asserting my power?” If you believe more in what others say, it’s because you haven’t figured out what you choose to believe in. If you prefer to stay invisible and voiceless, it’s because you haven’t fully embraced the gifts and qualities that make you unique and precious. And if you don’t respect your boundaries, it’s because you haven’t become your own source of safety and validation. In none of these everyday examples have you given anything away. What makes you feel powerless is that your subconscious keeps relying on the familiar survival patterns because it assumes you’re still small and helpless. And since your subconscious believes you’re powerless, your conscious self does too.

Before you rush to blame your subconscious, remember that it keeps on treating you like an overprotective nanny because the only reference points it has are the memories and limiting beliefs from your childhood. But like using a map from 1965 to find your way around New York City, navigating through life with outdated beliefs will not get you to a place of happiness and fulfillment. In addition, these old limiting beliefs usually aren’t based on who you are but on how you’ve been treated by others, which generally says more about them than it does about you. Therefore, the solution to empowerment isn’t to take your power back, because you can’t give it away, but to make accessing and harnessing your innate power your default way of being. For this, you need to update your belief system so that your subconscious no longer merely reacts to people and circumstances in self-defense. In other words, to get out of survival mode and become empowered, you need to learn to know, appreciate, and eventually love what is authentically you and yours.

Now that you know where you started from and how you got here, and you have some idea of the destination of this journey, how do you know that you’ve arrived and have become the empowered self? Some people describe being empowered as being able to take charge of the circumstances and direction of our lives. Others believe that empowerment allows us to influence, direct, and even control everyone around us. However, self-empowerment goes far beyond forcing our will onto our reality or other people.

You are self-empowered when you:


	trust in your wisdom and capabilities to learn and grow from anything life brings you

	accept that your source of safety, self-worth, and belonging is within

	confidently take ownership of your life

	know with every fiber of your being that your authentic self and the gifts that you carry inside matter to the world

	consider yourself an integral part of the web of life and thus treat yourself and all the beings around you with appreciation, compassion, and respect

	commit to taking care of your health and well-being with kindness and love



Of course, this list could go on and on. Feel free to add to it. I can imagine that you’re already thinking of other aspects you associate with self-empowerment. If you ask me, I find being empowered means creating a joy- and meaning-filled life by choosing freedom over safety, integrity over invisibility, and purpose over comfort.

Accepting your power and approaching life with a sense of responsibility, self-reliance, and a deep desire to grow and evolve is an ongoing process. It takes awareness, time, and commitment to connect to your authentic self and harness your full potential. But in the end, no matter how you want to define empowerment, you know that you’ve reached your destination when you feel you’ve come back home to yourself. That is where this book will take you.

So the next question is, how do we become self-empowered? This is where the subconscious mind holds the keys.





[image: image]

2

[image: image]

THE SUBCONSCIOUS MIND

Your Agent of Change

Without directions, even the most loyal and competent helper becomes helpless.

If you’re like most people, the relationship to your subconscious may be fraught with suspicion, incomprehension, and a sense of disenfranchisement. You may associate nightmares, bad habits, and self-sabotaging behaviors with your subconscious. Let’s say, consciously, you’re clear that becoming healthy and fit is a priority for you. But somehow, you find yourself binging on chips and chocolate each night, and you usually don’t wake up in time to work out. Unless, of course, you’re torn from sleep by the same horrible dream, where you’re at work and suddenly realize you forgot to put clothes on before leaving the house. But then again since you’re still feeling flustered and vulnerable from this nightmare, going to the gym and “parading” your extra pounds is the last thing you want to do. This is just an example of how your subconscious can keep you stuck in anxiety-producing self-defeating loops. So what’s there to like?

I get it. I also trusted my conscious, rational mind more and believed that the best way to relate to the subconscious was to ignore it, hoping it would eventually stop causing trouble. But since I learned about the multiple ways this deeper part of the mind supports us every day, I consider the subconscious our most powerful and loyal ally. Here are its major functions and the reasons why researchers believe that our subconscious runs at least 70 percent of our daily life.1

Did you know that our subconscious is responsible for our emotions? This explains why our feelings can appear so irrational, illsuited, 
and uncontrollable. The subconscious also creates, files, and stores all our 
memories. Because our conscious mind’s abilities to process data are limited, 
the subconscious keeps most of our memories securely locked until it seems 
appropriate for our conscious mind to retrieve them. This deeper part of our 
mind also ensures that our body’s trillions of cells work harmoniously together. 
The vast majority of our physiology, such as breathing, digesting, and the beating of our heart, are out of our conscious control. Even when we consciously choose, for example, to sit down and grab a cup of coffee, our subconscious takes charge by translating our decision into the more intricate details of its execution, such as flexing, relaxing, and extending the necessary muscles. Thanks to our subconscious control of daily automatic behaviors, we can drive, shave, or eat with a fork and knife without paying much attention—and still, nobody gets hurt.

Yet, for the journey from survival to self-empowerment, the most relevant task of the subconscious is how it filters and condenses the vast amount of information we’re constantly exposed to. To prevent our conscious mind from overloading, our subconscious provides only the small amounts of details it considers essential. At the same time, it keeps tabs on our environment by registering any clues and subtle hints relevant to us. Chemistry, intuition, first impressions, or the famous gut feeling stem from this input of our subconscious mind.

Some of the most powerful subconscious filters are our beliefs, as they shape and distort our perception of reality. For example, you wake up in a good mood. The sun is shining, and summer feels as though it’s right around the corner. You’re enjoying the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm toast. Your streaming service is playing only your favorite songs, and on your way to work, all lights are green. You feel in the zone and are confident that your date tonight will be exciting and even better than the two times you’ve already gone out. But in the evening, as you leave work, you wonder if you’ve anything new to talk about. As you worry that your love-interest will think less of you if you’re not as funny and upbeat as you were the last time, your confidence starts to waver. But despite your uneasiness, dinner went well and you both had a wonderful time. You would think you’d be content.

However, your mind is occupied by one nagging question: “Why did he/she/they look twice at the phone during dinner?” The concern that you’re just not interesting enough for anybody to want to commit erases all the moments your date showed affection and adoration. On top of that, back home you get a message from your sibling, complaining that you never visit your parents, and then you discover that you’re out of coffee for the next morning. Why did a day that started so well turn into such a nightmare?

Sound familiar? Such drastic changes in our perception and, consequently, our 
emotions can make us feel like the victims of our own reality. But as you can 
see in the preceding example, our concept of reality doesn’t depend on facts, 
but on how our subconscious interprets them based on its belief filters. The 
belief of not being interesting enough could be rooted in your relationship with a critical parent who never had anything good to say about you. This imprint may have created a fear of rejection, causing you to either avoid close relationships or overcompensate by pleasing others. Due to this limiting 
belief, your doubt that you have anything worthwhile to share seems confirmed 
when your date glances at the phone. All the contradicting positive and uplifting input and feedback you’ve enjoyed during your dinner becomes irrelevant. Since our perception of the world and ourselves is all created by our subconscious (depending on which of its filters we are looking through), we need to continuously question whether how we think, feel, and act, and navigate through life, is based on assumptions or actualities.


CONSCIOUS-SUBCONSCIOUS COLLABORATION: THE PATH FROM SURVIVING TO THRIVING

We may not be victims of our circumstances, but are we victims of our subconscious beliefs and patterns, thus forced to live on survival autopilot? Or can we consciously switch these awareness filters and behaviors—and break out of survival mode into thriving mode? Although it may appear that our subconscious only cares about our safety, it has another prime mission—to make us happy. Again, depending on our early imprints and beliefs, our subconscious may place a stronger emphasis on either safety or fulfillment. However, when our security is no longer in question, the subconscious naturally focuses on supporting us in creating more joy and satisfaction.

So, can we proactively make our subconscious shift gears? Yes, by consciously collaborating with our subconscious mind, which is what the processes in this book are all about. Here’s a brief overview of why conscious-subconscious collaboration is so effective and how it works.

The Subconscious Needs Conscious Guidance to Change and Evolve

With all its powers and possibilities, our subconscious has one 
shortfall: it needs our conscious input to stay up-to-date and to serve us in 
the best possible way. Like a child that requires the support of a caring adult 
to grow and reach its full potential, our subconscious remains stuck in its old 
programming unless the conscious mind teaches it new perspectives and 
strategies. I know, to collaborate with a relatively obscure part of your mind 
may sound like a daunting task, but becoming the leader of your subconscious is not only effective and rewarding, it’s, as you’ll find out, also not as difficult as you may think.

The Conscious Leader Needs to Be Trustworthy

Consider your subconscious as your inner protector, who, until now, was entirely dedicated to ensuring your survival. Convincing this part of your mind to let you, the conscious adult, take control is a big ask. After all, since you may have been fluctuating between either ignoring, fighting, or giving in to your inner protector’s survival patterns, your subconscious probably doesn’t have a lot of trust and confidence in your conscious leadership. For your subconscious to feel reassured that it no longer has to stay in its safety-above-all mode, you need to show that you can treat yourself with the reliability, care, and kindness you wished you had received when you were little. This means responding to anxiety and insecurity with patience and compassion, redirecting negative thoughts toward positive and empowering perspectives, and most importantly, practicing conscious-subconscious collaboration with daily consistency and commitment. Of course, easier said than done. But rest assured that each chapter of this book will provide you with the insights and tools to help you grow into this leadership role and thus gain the trust of your subconscious.

Communicating with the Subconscious Mind Is Straightforward

Did you know that you can’t enjoy a novel or a film without your subconscious being involved? This part of your mind transforms a page or a screen into a gateway to another world. As you let your imagination carry you from the present moment into a fictional reality, you become a participant in the exciting tale you’re reading or watching.

When it comes to consciously working with your subconscious mind, all you need to do is let your imagination lead you gently from your rational thoughts to your emotional and sensory awareness, from your head to your heart. For example, suppose you want to revisit a specific event from your childhood. Start with thinking about the situation, where it happened, when it took place, and who was involved. Then replay the memory on your inner screen. The subconscious language consists of images, sensations, and feelings—just like in your dreams. Thus, you know that your subconscious communicates with you when you gradually remember what you saw, heard, felt, smelled, and maybe even tasted during that event. And you can respond by using emotion and sensory-rich visualization to convey any healing messages or new instructions. This form of conscious-subconscious communication makes the deeper processes in this book so compelling.

The Emotions Create the Memory for the Subconscious

Your subconscious files and stores most of your memories according to their emotional relevance, which often results in an inevitable loss of accuracy. Generally, we remember events with a strong emotional charge—positive or negative—more vividly.2 Just like beliefs, strong emotions are also filters of the subconscious mind, leading to distortions or deletions of what actually happened during the events. So the stronger you feel during a situation, the more likely you will remember it—but the less likely you will recall its details accurately.3

The Subconscious Is a Time Machine

As soon as you fully immerse yourself in thoughts and emotions about the past or the future, for your subconscious, you’re experiencing whatever happened or will happen right now in the present moment. Whether you’re agonizing about having made an inappropriate joke to your in-laws six months ago, or are fantasizing about the cruise on the Mediterranean you booked for next summer, your subconscious perceives that you’re in that particular event: flushed with embarrassment over the lousy punchline or relaxing with a Mai Tai on the lido deck. This way, you can revisit a memory with a fresh mindset, choose how you want to relate differently to whatever happened there, and already experience what a new approach to a formerly disempowering situation will feel like in the future.

The Subconscious Lets You Rewrite History

We all know about the “time heals” phenomenon, where traumatic or difficult events reexamined after several months or years appear smaller and less challenging than they once did. But what if you could learn to accelerate the time it takes to heal the past by actively reshaping how you want to perceive and relate to your memories?

Let’s recap. Your subconscious wants to listen to and follow the guidance of your conscious mind; its concept of time is fluid, and it evaluates memories according to what you feel about them rather than what happened in them. Together this leads to one powerful conclusion: for your subconscious mind, memories aren’t facts chiseled in stone. They’re more like Play-Doh that can be stretched, condensed, and shaped in any way possible. As you will soon experience, this flexibility of your subconscious allows you to address and resolve the events that are at the root of your survival patterns and thus create a clean slate.

As I mentioned before, traumas such as abuse, neglect, rejection, and abandonment are often the reasons why our subconscious shifts into survival mode. However, most of us also suffered from distorted memories that led to limiting beliefs and nonsupportive self-defense patterns. Depending on our mindset and emotional backdrop, our subconscious can make mountains out of molehills and life-changing disasters out of minor episodes others didn’t take seriously. When I was in high school, a handful of my classmates thought it would be funny to start a collection to pay for a nose job for me. This joke seriously dented my self-esteem, even though my girlfriend at that time insisted my schnoz was one of my best features. I became extremely self-conscious and wondered if I should chip into the noselift fund. Several years later, I changed my story and told myself that these kids made fun of me because they were jealous that I had better grades and more success with girls than them. With this new narrative, I could let go of the stinging embarrassment the memory of this event had routinely brought up for me.

Rewriting your history doesn’t mean you need to erase the traumas or 
injustices that established your belief that you should take cover, hide out, or 
care more for others than yourself. But the past will no longer wield power over 
you once you update your story and determine that the reasons your subconscious 
sent you into avoidance or pleasing mode are no longer relevant in your current life.

Beliefs Can’t Be Erased Unless They’re Replaced

Healing your history isn’t enough to get you out of survival mode. Even if you no longer feel triggered by or attached to difficult events from your childhood, as long as your subconscious filters and behaviors stay the same, nothing changes. An example would be someone who had been abused by a parent but, through working on themselves, let go of the traumas and even forgave the abuser. This part of their life may be healed. Yet the beliefs of being unsafe, unable to trust others, or being flawed and broken will continue to distort their perspective of themselves as somebody who needs to stay quiet, small, and ideally invisible. Even though they no longer suffer from nightmares about their past, their day-to-day life is still overshadowed by the protective beliefs and behaviors their inner protector implemented in response to what had happened.

But just erasing old beliefs isn’t enough either. Imagine that you could wake up one day and all the limiting beliefs that held you back went poof! Gone. No more, “I am not safe,” “I’m not good enough,” or “I need to please others to be accepted by them.” But now what? From the perspective of your subconscious, you’re dealing with an identity vacuum, which needs to be filled as soon as possible. No identity means you don’t exist. So unless you come up with a new set of beliefs, your subconscious will quickly slip back into old, familiar grooves.

The good news is that as the conscious leader, you can choose to update your beliefs so that they more accurately represent the authentic and empowered person you grow into and the way you want to perceive the world around you. And once you’ve expressed and enjoyed this new version of yourself for a while, you may want to go to the next level of your personal evolution and grow beyond that. What you’ll find is that there’s always more for you to discover and more untapped inner resources to harness.

Survival Patterns Can’t Be Erased Unless They’re Replaced

If you grew up in northern Alaska and then moved to Florida as an adult, you’d probably want to remove the long underwear, wool sweater, heavy pants, thick coat, gloves, and boots that protected you from the biting cold before walking onto the beach in 95 degrees Fahrenheit weather. But to avoid being arrested for indecent exposure, you need to find something else to put on. The final step to switching out of survival mode is to replace its patterns with new approaches. The most effective way to introduce new empowering habits is to upgrade those you want to replace.




THE SIX KEYS TO SELF-EMPOWERMENT

On this journey, you will obtain six keys that unlock the hidden strengths of each survival pattern to transform them into new self-empowering strategies.

The keys and strengths are:


	Self-responsibility: Own your past by learning and growing from all that life brings.

	Self-compassion: Own your hidden gifts by cherishing and comforting your innocent self.

	Self-reliance: Own your actions by balancing purpose and pleasure.

	Self-reflection: Own your truth by aligning with your essence.

	Self-commitment: Own your time and energy by stewarding your resources.

	Self-love: Own all aspects of yourself by caring from your heart.



Together, these keys, strengths, and self-empowering strategies provide you with all you need to become the leader of your mind and take ownership of your life.

This may sound a bit abstract, so here’s an example. Blake told me in our first session about one of his childhood’s pivotal, life-changing experiences. When he was seven, he and his older brother were rough-housing in the living room. Their mother told them several times to tone it down, but her words had no effect on the boys. Suddenly, she stormed into the room and screamed, “I’ve had it with you. I’m leaving, and I’m not coming back!” She grabbed her hat and coat, threw open the door, and ran from the house. The kids, who’d never seen their mom that angry and exasperated, were stunned. “What just happened?” They looked at their dad, who had come down from his home office to get some answers, but all he said was, “Now you’ve done it. Mother is gone for good.”

As time ticked by, the children’s confusion turned into concern and then sheer panic. After what was probably only thirty minutes but seemed to them like hours, they started begging their father to somehow make their mother come back. Blake recounted with tears in his eyes how they kneeled in front of their dad, pleading and crying 
that they were sorry and would never again do anything to upset their mom. At 
first, their father remained stoic and unmoved, insisting that it was all their fault and they had to get used to living without their mother. Then finally, knowing that his wife had just gone 
to her sister’s to vent, he called to deliver the message that the boys had 
repented and asked that she please reconsider her decision and give her sons one 
more chance. A short while later, when the door opened and my client’s mom 
returned, the kids ran up to her and told her how sorry they were and how 
grateful they were she’d come back.

While this entire event occurred over two or three hours, its ripple effects lasted several decades. Blake told me that from that day on, he never dared do anything that might annoy his mother. Not that he hadn’t been a pretty good kid before, but after the threat of being abandoned by her, his invisibility pattern stepped in to ensure he never expressed any needs, desires, or concerns to his parents. Blake figured being quiet and unnoticeable would certainly please them more than the way he’d been when he was so naïve to believe he could just be himself.

Looking back, Blake was sure it wasn’t his mother’s intention to stifle his emotional expression for the rest of his life. Yet her theatrics with the intent to shock her boys into submission resulted in at least one of her sons feeling he no longer could trust his parents to love and accept him for who he was. And for Blake, that belief of not being fundamentally good enough and loveable remained a major deterrent to creating healthy friendships or romantic relationships. “I know this tiny event during my childhood shouldn’t have been such a big deal for me, but it seems that whenever I’m dating someone, this memory comes rushing back and makes me immediately insecure and tongue-tied. You can imagine how much fun these dates turn out to be.”

Blake felt exhausted and utterly disappointed with himself as he reflected on all the abandoned endeavors. He realized how often he had held himself back with thoughts such as, “If they really listen to me play music, they’ll know I’m not all that good. If I really try to do X job seriously, I’ll fail in front of everyone. If I really get close to someone who’s stable and caring, they’ll realize what a loser I am, so I’d better just stay away.”

Blake’s life completely changed when he started to implement the six keys of empowerment. With the key of self-responsibility, he stopped blaming his parents for his insecurity and instead reclaimed his birthright to express himself and have fun. Through self-compassion, he no longer surrendered to his anxiety and shyness but kindly reassured the scared little boy inside of his heart that it was safe to be seen and heard. Self-reliance allowed Blake to stop procrastinating. He kept his room in order, opened the mail every day, and, for the first time, finished his taxes on time. Once Blake became aware of this true essence and realized that he was innately worthy and loveable, he committed his time and energy to making his life reflect his truth. He consistently practiced his Saz, a traditional Turkish instrument, to finally follow through with his dream to organize a concert to share his music with others. And he moved from a small, utilitarian apartment to a new, peaceful home with a beautiful garden. As Blake found love for himself, he let go of the draining, one-sided relationships he had desperately held on to and opened up to meeting new people who appreciated him for who he was and not for what he did for them.

In one of our last sessions, Blake said, “I’m so grateful that my conscious and subconscious mind get along. I always relied on my intellect, but now I also value the subconscious voice that doesn’t speak in logic and words but through emotions. I can hear its messages and respond to them in the language it can understand. Yes, my subconscious harbored fear and held me back to keep me safe, but as the seat of emotions, it also gives depth and meaning to everything in my life. If my life were a garden, I was afraid to enter it for the first thirty years of my life because my subconscious believed it wasn’t safe. Now I know that it’s up to me to create the Eden I want, and I’ve become a skilled gardener who understands the function of plants and how to take care of them. But only because my subconscious feels safe with me can I appreciate my garden’s magic and beauty.”

Are you ready to grow out of self-protection mode and become the leader of your mind and the creator of your reality? Let’s get started.





PART II


Taking Responsibility

From Anxiously Avoiding Discomfort to Confidently Creating Your Reality
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THE VICTIM PATTERN 
AND THE ILLUSION OF POWERLESSNESS

Becoming a victim wasn’t your choice. Remaining it is.

Let’s take a look at the first pattern of the avoider survival mode—the victim. Empowering the victim, which this chapter is about, will get you already in touch with one of the most essential self-empowerment keys—self-responsibility.

Since no one likes to be called a victim or looked at as one, your initial impulse may be to skip this chapter. However, as you’ll discover, the inner victim is not only a fundamental aspect of our psyche but also one of the most powerful. Pretending that this part doesn’t exist would be like ignoring basic sensations such as hunger, tiredness, or pain. You may get away with it for a time, but eventually, you’ll pay the price for your neglect. Helping the victim evolve beyond its limitations by respecting, understanding, and addressing its needs is a crucial step in your empowerment journey.

You could argue that there are two kinds of victimizations—real and imagined. Although, this distinction doesn’t seem to matter when you feel you’re a victim. The first type, the real victim, would be someone who’s experienced hardship or abuse, either at the hand of others or through traumatic ordeals. For example, children who are molested, bullied at school, or neglected by their parents. Victims of crimes, domestic violence, and severe accidents. Those who’ve lost their loved ones or their homes in a natural disaster. And, of course, the millions of refugees who are desperately seeking a safe place to exist, like victims of wars or brutal regimes that have no regard for human life.

The second type, the imagined victim, is as ancient as the story of Adam and Eve. When a serpent persuaded Eve to eat from the forbidden tree of knowledge, Eve also gave Adam a piece of that fruit. When God questioned the two, Adam blamed Eve, and even God, since the woman was given to him by the creator. Eve accused the serpent of being the real offender. Both Adam and Eve were unwilling to take responsibility for their actions. Instead, they saw themselves as innocent victims, ultimately getting themselves expelled from the Garden of Eden.

The imagined victim type could also be called the victim of our perceived limitations because it gets triggered when we feel out of control and unable to change the situation we’re in. It’s this type of victim most of us are familiar with. Let’s be honest, how many times a week do you feel like a victim? As our lives are overtaken by busyness and obligations, and our to-do lists grow longer and longer, the mountain of unfinished tasks seems to overshadow each moment increasingly. 
At some point, everything becomes too much and too difficult to handle, and we 
don’t know where to begin or what to do. Feeling completely overwhelmed, we can 
quickly become victims of our circumstances. We interpret small mishaps and incidents—spilling a glass of milk, misplacing a bill, being ignored by the barista in the coffee shop—as personal attacks by humanity, life, or the universe that push us over the edge into the abyss of despair and powerlessness. We can also feel victimized by our job, the economy, the government, the dog next door, our parents, or our kids. Even our own emotions or our body, if they don’t comply and change the way we imagine, can become perpetrators who assault and imprison us.

Whether real or imagined, the problem with staying in the victim role is that it can ultimately lead to self-victimization. As we continue to identify ourselves with the past, the circumstances we are in, or those who did us wrong, we stay stuck in the notion that we can’t have the life we want and are bound to get hurt and let down again. We become frustrated and ashamed for being weak and unable to take control. We become rigid and righteous toward others and ourselves and eventually shut down because we lose trust and hope for the future.

As with all survival patterns, when you approach life from the mindset of the inner victim, you ultimately lose your power and, with that, a sense of confidence, joy, and purpose.


HOW DO YOU KNOW YOU’RE IN VICTIM MODE?

You may still sit on the fence about whether you have an inner victim and whether this part of you has kept you in survival mode. So let’s take a closer look at the typical signs of living in the victim pattern.

You’re Stuck in the Past

Like most people, you may have gone through some hardship, traumas, and accidents. You may have been hurt, insulted, betrayed, or disappointed by others. But while those who have treated you poorly may have forgotten all about you and moved on, your inner victim continues to suffer from the pain they caused you. Any time a situation arises that makes you feel similarly disrespected or mistreated, you replay in classic “poor me” fashion this and all the other injustices that occurred to you, trying to find answers for plaguing questions such as “why?” and “why always me?”

As a child, Patricia had felt that her parents didn’t care about her. Her workaholic father was rarely around, and when he was, he appeared mostly grumpy and short-tempered. Her mother seemed more interested in meeting her friends or improving her bridge game than spending time with her daughter. Being a rather sensitive kid, Patricia suffered from the neglect and lack of warmth and love in her home. When she started school, she found out that scoring good marks was the only sure way to get a little bit of positive attention from her parents. Naturally, her sense of self became highly dependent on her achievements and the approval of others.

As an adult, Patricia created a stellar career as a lawyer and was well-liked and respected by her peers and friends. However, it didn’t take much for Patricia to feel hurt and abandoned again. A friend not calling her back right away, her boss not acknowledging her excellent report, the neighbor not saying “hello” as she rushed out of the house to get to work—events like this could easily trigger Patricia’s inner victim and pull her into a dark hole of pain, loneliness, and despair. To make matters worse, Patricia’s victim usually added a heavy dose of self-loathing to the already painful mixture of shame, insecurity, and resentment, keeping her glued to the past and the notion that she was fundamentally flawed and unlikeable.

As I mentioned, the past, especially our early years, is the reference book for our subconscious mind and its survival patterns. This is why, like in Patricia’s case, relatively harmless situations that an adult mindset could easily disregard can trigger a full-blown victim response, making you feel as small and powerless as a child. But don’t get frustrated with yourself for reacting in such a disempowering and immature way. Try to appreciate that your subconscious hasn’t learned yet how to respond to these triggering situations in a more self-assured manner.

You Justify Your Misery

A client told me about how her sister goes into the victim role whenever her age comes up. She’s single and has convinced herself that women over fifty are inevitably invisible to the rest of society. The more her friends try to convince her that she shouldn’t buy into ageism but should appreciate how healthy, vibrant, and beautiful she is, the more defiant she becomes. “She is so adamant that her point of view is correct,” my client said, “that I sometimes wonder if she’s more comfortable in the victim role.”

When you’re in victim mode, you may become righteous and even entitled to feel sorry for yourself. You tell yourself and anyone who stays around to listen to you that you genuinely don’t have choices, that the unfortunate circumstances you’re in are bigger than you, and that how people treat you is neither your fault nor anything you can change. When a well-meaning friend challenges your bleak assessment, you dismiss their advice and support, even though deep inside you know they may be right. Instead, you angrily defend your victimhood 
and insist that you’ve tried everything to improve your situation, without 
success. Hence, there’s no hope for betterment. Although this reaction mode may appear rather stubborn and short-sighted, have compassion for your inner victim. For it, the idea of stepping out of powerlessness and taking responsibility is often too scary to even consider.

Your Body or Your Emotions Become the Enemy

People who feel assaulted and held hostage by their anxiety or depression, an uncontrollable barrage of intrusive thoughts, or by a chronic physical illness, often struggle the most because there’s no place for them to escape from their perpetrator.

Lindsay, a high-functioning entrepreneur and pillar of her community, started in her mid-fifties to struggle suddenly with anxiety and panic attacks. It all began with some hair loss, which prompted her to schedule a visit with a highly recommended dermatologist. Although this doctor may have been very competent, he entirely lacked warmth or compassion. When he told Lindsay flat out that she may just have to deal with female baldness, it felt like a death sentence. The rush of anxiety made her dizzy and she almost passed out. When she reached out to her doctor to steady herself, he backed away as if he was afraid or disgusted by her. This lack of support and empathy from someone whom she was supposed to be able to trust, affected her deeply. Lindsay, who was used to being respected and in control, felt for the first time in decades completely rejected, alone, and powerless. This was when her odyssey with anxiety started.
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