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Preface

I wish I had this book back when I was struggling. I was in so much emotional pain because of how I chose to live my life. I was a perfectionist, a people pleaser, and an emotional avoidant who had an anxiety problem. On top of this, I spent a ton of time solving everyone else’s problems while pretending I had none of my own. I was an expert at hiding my pain.

No one really knew how much I suffered. Even if someone had an inkling, I would make sure they understood it was a temporary setback which I was resolving quickly. I could not handle anyone feeling sorry for me or giving me unwanted advice. I thought I knew it all.

Being a perfectionist and a problem-solver meant I could never rest on my laurels. I was always doing and striving to get validation from my accomplishments. When I did not get that validation, I punished myself. Somehow, I needed to suffer when I was rejected, disappointed, made mistakes, or did something else that could possibly put a chink in how I was perceived by the rest of the world.

I don’t want to leave you alone on the same road, driving around in circles looking for the turnoff to happiness. That’s why I wrote this book.

MY JOURNEY TO EMOTIONAL FREEDOM

I am a behavioral relationship expert trained in a form of ontological coaching, which brings together body, mind, and soul. This style of coaching leads individuals to more self-awareness based on their way of being; it addresses issues from an emotional, somatic, and spiritual perspective.

My work has centered on emotional connection—with ourselves and with others. I have helped thousands of people get out of their thinking minds and take emotionally driven actions that break the patterns that keep them stuck and unhappy. Breaking these patterns leads to true authenticity, emotional freedom, and happiness. It is hard work but truly transformative.

In this book, the Eight Steps to Self-Awareness, Love, and Happiness come from my front-row experience with deep and lasting personal transformation in myself and in my clients.

I did not start off in coaching. I have been an entrepreneur all my life, from selling popcorn balls on the street corner as a kid to having my own successful graphic design/marketing business as an adult. In between businesses, I worked in corporate management, marketing and sales, and a variety of other industries. No matter what I did, I found myself helping people. I was a problem-solver extraordinaire! Whether I was mentoring someone at work or assisting clients with their personal situations, the joy I got from helping people gave me an inkling of my true calling.

But I had this warped idea about what happiness was. I thought if I could just become successful enough at my businesses and relationships, everything would fall into place and I would land myself a patch of nirvana and feel better. Meanwhile, I suffered, looking for the perfect answer to my imperfect life.

FROM BLAME TO ACCOUNTABILITY

I knew I needed professional help for my constant anxiety, my revolving yo-yo relationships, and the inner emptiness that haunted me. Like millions of others, I went to therapy and consulted with a variety of other healers. I became very good at articulating my problems and what I was doing to solve them. In fact, I got so good at intellectualizing my problems that one therapist I saw threw her hands up in the air and told me I was too evolved a being for her to help! It was disappointing, but looking back, I know that I brought it on myself. I knew how to talk the talk.

Each time I went to therapy, things would improve somewhat—but sooner or later I would find myself back in the dumps. I would feel relieved for a moment, and then the same thing would happen again. I could think through situations and know the right thing to do, but I kept falling back into my old patterns. Nothing seemed to work. I’d buy more books and seek out more help, but I still felt awful.

It was frustrating, but it also fueled my desire to feel better. One good trait of perfectionists and problem-solvers is we don’t give up easily or settle for very long. My bigger insecurity was letting somebody know just how deep my soul-sucking insecurities ran. This I had to hide at all costs. I would have cringed had anyone known I did not have my act together.

One day, while walking down the street with ever-recurring problems on my mind, I experienced a major epiphany: I was, in fact, my own problem, a problem I could not solve in the way I had been trying to. I always thought information would be the answer. I always thought I did things the right way, and it was really others who would not cooperate. That day, I saw that I had never taken responsibility for my own choices and experiences. I was, in fact, a blamer!

This first epiphany was followed by a second, even more powerful one: I realized that until I got a clue about what was really going on inside of me emotionally, nothing outside of me would change. I saw how I had been avoiding my real emotions like they were the flu. No way had I been willing to scratch the scab on that wound!

These epiphanies hit me so hard that I had to catch my breath. I stopped walking, and standing on the sidewalk, I heard myself think, “You will work through your emotions until you can move on peacefully. Even if you want to run, avoid, or blame, you will stay with how you feel and not react out of old thinking. No more of this crap.” I had no idea what the hell “staying with my feelings” entailed, but I eventually learned, and my life began to change.

This transformation took a long time—years. I found it mind-boggling trying to understand how to connect the dots between my intellectualizing, my perfectionist and people-pleasing behaviors, my poor choices, the abusive voice in my head, and my constant worry and suffering. Not only that, it was hard to see how truly awful I felt about myself. I recognized how little I understood the concept of self-love or how to apply it to myself. I just knew that I was never going to feel any different unless I took my epiphany seriously.

I was just beginning my coaching business and in yet another dysfunctional relationship I couldn’t get right. I decided to use this on again/off again relationship to discover all the things I was doing that were causing me pain. Up until this point, I had really believed it was all him. Why couldn’t he get it right, so we could ride off into the sunset together? Oh, brother, did I have a big corner to turn! Without holding my breath, I dove deep into the beliefs that propelled me to act in the dysfunctional ways I did. I needed to understand why I felt I wasn’t worth much, even though I had achieved so much in my life. I continued to read a lot of self-help books, as I had done for years, but started to see how none of them could tell me how to change myself and be happy. Because of my epiphany, I knew that connecting to myself emotionally was the key.

It took many years of trial and error before I mastered this. I had to accept that I was screwed up, yet still lovable and wonderful. That sounded horrible. It also sounded impossible. But slowly, I noticed things about myself. Each time I got triggered into anxiety or other agonizing emotional states, I found that these emotions actually had very little to do with the situation at hand. Most of my feelings were from reactions specifically related to past experiences and the stories I had about them. I had to dive even deeper within myself, to a place beyond my surface reactionary emotions. This was tricky business, because how do you connect with something within yourself that you don’t even know exists?

HOW I FINALLY GOT IT AND THE MAGIC BEGAN

My experiments with feeling my emotions and taking different types of action in my relationships and personal dramas became great tools in my coaching business. I was able to stop reacting to every picture hanging crookedly on the wall, because I realized my emotional issues were not solved by straightening up the artwork. As I became more empowered, I was able to bring what I was learning from my dysfunctional situations to help my clients with their dysfunctional situations. Many of my clients had similar insecurities and, like me, they had become their own problems, suffering from the same patterns of people pleasing, looking for problems, assuming and personalizing (presuming that how people acted was about ME personally), and standing in the way of their own well-being. It was all they knew, as a way to be. Like me, many spent years believing if they just had the right strategy, it would somehow change their lives.

I showed them that strategy would not take them to a happier place—it was now about learning something new. It took a completely different approach to break them free of their BS, especially when it came to relationships. I came to see how insecure attachment issues drove their relationships, both personally and professionally.

As I did this work, I didn’t just become happier, more empowered, and more emotionally available on the inside. I changed on the outside, too. I started attracting different men—men with self-awareness, who were interested in growing and becoming happier with themselves. I decided at one point that I was ready to open myself up to having a relationship with a life partner. A couple of months later, I met the man who would later be my husband. This relationship has been completely different from anything else I have ever experienced: it has been easy. The ease has come because I rooted out my negative beliefs and changed their patterns, and this altered my preconceived way of operating in the world.

Lasting change is possible. My life changed when I changed my perceptions of myself and opened up to what was possible for me. So can yours.






INTRODUCTION You’re Screwed Up, Lovable, and Wonderful


Today’s society faces an epidemic of suffering from perfectionism, people pleasing, and related behaviors. We are bombarded with a standard of overdoing—whether overgiving, overworking, overcompensating, or overanalyzing. This compulsion to keep doing more doesn’t stem from a happy place inside. It comes from negative beliefs about our own value, or lack thereof.

For many, the idea of perfectionism has been twisted into a positive thing; it means you are competitive, motivated, and always striving to be the best. For these perfectionists, suffering is something other, weaker people do. Most perfectionists, in fact, do not recognize their perfectionism as something harmful to themselves or to their relationships. This is the great irony of being perfect.

But be honest with yourself. How happy are you? Do you find yourself, for example, always running the race but never getting to the finish line, no matter how well you do, how hard you try, or whom you please? This is an exhausting and depleting way to live. Overdoing leads to burnout, anxiety, guilt, envy, and many other forms of suffering, including physical illness like hypertension.

As you read through this book, you will learn all the ways that being a stressed-out perfectionist, a burnt-out people pleaser, a frustrated problem-solver, or other painful conditions works against your lasting happiness and well-being. You will come to see how you got here through no fault of your own, because of something called “insecure attachment” in your childhood. You will see why becoming responsible for your choices, words, and actions as an adult can free you from the painful cons of perfectionism, people pleasing, and their compadres.

Prepare to become aware of what you may not have been able to see inside yourself before now. Learn about hidden forces affecting you, such as the insidious drama triangle (more on this on page 22), which wreaks havoc almost everywhere in our society as a major player in creating painfully repetitive relationship dynamics. It exerts a surprising influence on your expectations and what you find yourself reacting to, and it drives you to stay stuck right where you are.

As the influence of insecure attachment and the drama triangle become more transparent, you will be able to change the core of how you do things while becoming clear on your motivation behind the choices you make. The eight steps in this book will lead you to true self-awareness and happiness. You’ll accept that you will never be perfect, but you can and will become the best you ever—screwed up, lovable, and wonderful.


PUTTING TOGETHER A PROCESS THAT WORKS

The most challenging part of developing a process for how to do this work is that it’s emotional in nature, and emotions don’t lend themselves well to linear processes. Instruction manuals are typically linear. You’re given, say, steps one to five, with the promise that by the time you get to step five you will have put together your bicycle.

Dealing with our emotions is vastly different. Emotions ebb and flow, moving in more than one direction, with different intensities. They are always with us. And they really are our friends when we allow them to just be instead of avoiding them.

When you avoid, you store the emotion. It doesn’t go away because you ignore it—quite the contrary. You choose to bury it, and it then affects your subconscious beliefs. Your beliefs were mainly created by the emotional impact of events happening around you, to you, and through you as a child. In effect, emotions influence you whether you want them to or not. Isn’t it better to know them, rather than be surprised by them? Having awareness of your emotions makes it easier to release them. Developing a healthy relationship with your emotions is the key to changing your life.

THE EIGHT STEPS TO SELF-AWARENESS, LOVE, AND HAPPINESS

These steps are meant to unravel your unhappy behavioral patterns while at the same time building your self-value to a new normal. They come from over a decade of work in my personal life and my coaching experience with thousands of clients and podcast listeners just like you, who used these tools to change their lives.

You might have heard some of these steps in the past, but the difference here is in the approach. To actually break these unhappy behavioral patterns, you will come from an emotional perspective, which will require feeling, courage, vulnerability, and action. It will feel like learning a whole new language, and it is: the language of well-being.

The first six steps explore what you want to stop doing, and the last two steps identify what you want to start doing in your life. They each take you out of your comfort zone and invite you into the unknown within yourself. There may be times when you want to throw this book aside or light it on fire; these moments are prime opportunities for growth. Anything in this book that triggers an emotional reaction is an opportunity for you to change. This can feel super-challenging and scary at times, but I promise that if you persevere with the process, you will start to see change as your new best friend. Being stressed, upset, or demoralized by the beliefs that hold you back will be a thing of the past.

Here are the Eight Steps to Self-Awareness, Love, and Happiness:


STOP…


	
1. Avoiding your fears and attaching to outcomes

	
2. Trying to be perfect

	
3. People pleasing

	
4. Looking for problems to solve

	
5. Going against yourself as a victim/martyr (saying yes when you mean no, and vice versa)

	
6. Assuming and personalizing



START…


	
7. Taking responsibility

	
8. Feeling your true feelings





Starting in Chapter 4, you will be able to dive into the steps in depth, giving you a better understanding of why these patterns exist, what you believe they do for you, and how to break them. Don’t skip the first three chapters, though—they are important in providing you with the tools you will need to take each step.

After you read the first three chapters, feel free to skip around through the chapters covering steps one through six. Those six steps are not written in linear fashion. Use a journal or notebook to write down your responses to the exercises and track the shifts and changes you find yourself going through as you progress through this book. Please set aside some quiet time while reading the book and reflecting on the work involved; you’ll be glad you did. In fact, doing even one exercise will make you immediately feel better. The more exercises you do on a regular basis, the more you’ll develop a completely different understanding of yourself and how you perceive life. You’ll master your fears and step into your own power at the same time. I encourage rereading this book, because each time you do you will find a different aspect you may have missed the first time or discover you now see things differently.

This work of emotionally connecting to my authentic self is the most rewarding work I have ever done, and my hope is that you’ll find it the same. It seems strange to say it, but I had no idea what well-being was before I began my journey of transformation. Now I do. My journey to happiness fuels my ability to zero in on others’ self-generated obstacles and help them make the only shift that matters in the end: the shift from head to heart. The hard work of dropping your emotional armor and kicking your anxiety to the curb will lead you to true self-acceptance, emotional freedom, a more authentic life, and happiness.






CHAPTER 1 Insecure Attachment and the Drama Triangle


HOW CAN YOU BE THE PROBLEM?

It may be hard to see yourself as your own problem. It may be shocking, because you identify yourself as “having it together”—you always excel in some way. Perhaps you’re an overachiever, an overgiver, a “Dear Abby,” or a control freak (it’s cute, right?). You might think, “This is who I am. I’ve worked hard to get here. I have my act together. It’s everyone else.”

In fact, the last thing you want is for others to find out you’re not this perfectly amazing person all the time. What? You might be screwed up like the rest of us? You might very well have worked your ass off to get to this place of appearing good enough that no one will criticize you or find fault with you. You might wear a coating of Teflon—“Don’t mess with me!”—or be Mother Teresa’s stand-in.

If so, you know that it takes a lot of work, and things are never perfect. Even if you try to do everything right, the tulips keep coming up crabgrass. This standoff with life causes you distress and anxiety. You just keep trying harder, thinking harder, working harder for that solution that eludes you. You’ve read every self-help book under the sun!

Maybe you’re married, but you and your spouse are leading separate lives, cheating, or constantly at each other’s throats. Or you tell your partner again and again how you want to be closer with them, but it never happens; emotional distance is a fact of your history. Avoiding emotions altogether could be your calling card, if you’ve been single for the past decade. Not happily single, but having given up, becoming numb and telling yourself all the endeavors, friends, and little critters you have are good enough. Nothing you do seems to change your outcomes, your relationships, or the patterns in your life.

The reason your life is at a stalemate is because you are not seeing yourself accurately. You think you have your act perfectly together, but you have problems all over the place. If you fear being outed as less than the picture you portray, you obsess over every little detail gone wrong, blaming everything and everyone around you when life does not go your way: “My boss gave me the wrong instructions!” or “I followed the recipe, it’s total crap!”

You are not living with FOMO (fear of missing out) but FIFO (fear I’m found out). The people in your life can’t know anything about the screwed-up you. What if they used it against you? Stopped loving you? Stopped thinking the world of the amazing you? How would you feel without that validation from others?

If you were to see yourself accurately, you’d come to see that you are really your problem. Your perfectionist, people-pleasing, problem-solving ways; your need for control, fear of being found out, insistence on having your way, unhappiness with others—all of this is on you.

If you’re confused about how you affect your own life and why things look as they do, you’re not alone. Knowing what you are doing intellectually can still leave you unaware of what you are doing emotionally, physically, and verbally.

In the old days, I’d break off a romance with someone who I felt wasn’t meeting my needs. My needs ranged from dictating our dating schedule to having a partner commit to me in my time frame. At the time, I had no idea why this was important to me. All I knew was that I was trying hard, and I was making sacrifices for him with my time and commitment, so I expected the same from him. Whatever he did or did not do, I seemed to overreact. I did not like feeling bad, needy, or out of control, and I expected the guy to fix it. In trying to control how I felt and change him, too, I would break up with him to win my way. The idea was to make him afraid of losing me. So, in a dramatic fashion, I’d expect him to make me promises based on my being right and him being the problem child.

Can you say bad strategy? Never mind that it did not really work. I felt full of anxiety all the time. If it were the game of Battleship, I would’ve lost all my ships. I could not see that controlling, pushing, arguing, and oscillating between being a helpless victim and a rescuer was not solving my problem. All I did was react and go down the dark rabbit hole of self-loathing. I felt like I was losing my marbles. I kept at it for years. Part of me truly believed that if I bugged a man about his flaws or bought him enough books, it would all work out in my favor.

As a human being, it is hard to see yourself clearly. Other people may offer opinions or criticisms, but they never really capture what is happening inside of us at a deeper level. Often, it is only through seeing how we react to life that we gain any knowledge of ourselves and see that our reactions come straight from our conditioned preferences. We may believe that these preferences are a truth, but they are just habits.

The key is to learn why you have the preference. You have a deeper motivation as you go through daily life, one that has nothing to do with your reactions but everything to do with why you have a reaction in the first place. This motivation comes from how you felt about past events, and from your perception of yourself in those events. For example, you might hate being stuck in the rain without an umbrella, because of what happened when you were drenched before an important event in your life. Therefore, you always have the umbrella with you—even on sunny days. Your motivation drives your behavior. Without knowing your motivations, you can’t know yourself.

Paying attention to what you do and why you do it will give you some insight into how you are the biggest barrier to your own happiness. Your feelings impact your thoughts, and your thoughts impact your feelings. How you see a situation outside of your body impacts both your thoughts and your feelings. You then have a reaction to it. You do this throughout the day about a variety of things. Take a moment and scan how many reactions you have in a day, whether to other people or to situations beyond your control. If you pay attention, you might notice yourself making judgments about everyone you meet.

Most of this mental chatter is not something you actively notice, but it does impact you. You might also notice that you get uptight. This tension or anxiety is a reaction, too. When you pay deeper attention, rather than drawing conclusions established from tension, you might notice other feelings, too—possibly even pain.

Seeing your own reactions to daily life is the first step toward solving your problems. Before you can take the road to happiness, you must first discover where you are.

WHAT INSECURE ATTACHMENT MEANS FOR YOU

As a baby, you didn’t choose your parents. It was not like you could flip through a catalog for the perfect parents. You went home with your primary caregiver. Some of them were not very self-aware; in fact, they may have bordered on abusive or been outright abusive, dismissive, or anxious. Or they may have attached to you in an overprotective manner. The deal is, they may have screwed you up a little bit. It’s not anything you can’t reverse when it comes to painful conditioning. That’s why you’re reading this book. In this book, being screwed up is like being a cool kid, because you are the star, and now you are moving on to a whole new script.

One thing to understand about insecure attachment or the other concepts discussed in this book is that they are all just conditioning. You learned these counterproductive ways of avoiding happiness long ago. The good news is that because you learned it, you can unlearn it, too.

Attachment is one of many facets of parenting. It describes an aspect of the emotional relationship between a parent and child. A securely attached child feels assured that his or her caregiver will meet their needs. In 1969, psychologist John Bowlby developed the theory of attachment. He suggested that early childhood attachment to caregivers gives a child the foundation for their self-worth and their feelings of importance and consistency in relationships, intimate and otherwise.

So, your parents either provided you with a secure base or an insecure base, and this established your own models for how the world works, emotionally. In 1970, Mary Ainsworth, a psychologist who teamed up with Bowlby, followed up his theory with an experiment of her own, called the “Strange Situation.” The Strange Situation involved mothers and their infants, who were between the ages of 9 and 18 months. Over eight sessions, the children were either left alone in a room, with their mother, with a stranger, or with their mother and a stranger. As their mothers left and reunited with the children, their reactions were observed and their attachment styles noted, along with other behaviors. This experiment led her to suggest that securely attached children would respect themselves and their needs, while insecurely attached children would feel unworthy because they had developed a negative self-image. Psychologists theorized that attachment styles would continue to affect how children emotionally adjusted through adolescence and into early adulthood. These early life patterns are what you may have carried forth into your adult life.

Well wait, couldn’t I be a securely attached kid?

Maybe. Secure attachment permits children to trust others, themselves, and what life brings. These kids have the secure foundation needed to discover, bond, and openly communicate with others. They grow up with a strong sense of well-being, motivation, and safety. Having this base gives them a feeling of trust. They are not initially suspicious, wondering what a person wants from them. These kids aren’t doing a balancing act on a cup while juggling bowling pins for attention. They feel confident in how they assess the world and their place in it.

This ability to trust makes a huge difference when it comes to handling change. These children are able to adapt, cope with stress, and be emotionally resilient. All of this adds up to a solid foundation for building emotional intelligence. Securely attached kids more easily gain the four branches of emotional intelligence identified by John Mayer and Peter Salovey in 1990. Mayer and Salovey were the first to create a framework in exploring and defining an emotional intelligence with four branches, as follows: first, the ability to perceive emotions in oneself and others accurately; second, the ability to use emotions to facilitate thinking; third, the ability to understand emotions, emotional language, and the signals conveyed by emotions; and fourth, the ability to manage emotions toward a goal.

By providing attention and recognizing their children’s material and emotional needs, securely attached parents lay a strong foundation for self-esteem in their kids. Trust, empathy, understanding relationships, and knowing how verbal and nonverbal communication work come easily to these kids.

Sounds great! Sign me up!

Now, let’s take a short walk to the other side of the street, which could be your side of the street.

Here’s the down low on insecure attachment: inconsistencies in the actions/reactions of a caregiver will affect the quality of attachment in the child, especially actions and reactions that are repetitive behaviors. Perhaps a parent, or both Mom and Dad, were fundamentally dysfunctional because of their own upbringing. Maybe one or both were emotionally distant, or maybe they were emotionally dependent on you, the child. Yes, right up in your business! Maybe they did not trust you to decide on anything you really wanted, and/or they overprotected you, living your life for you and shielding you from all disappointment. You would not have learned how to deal with life on life’s terms. Or perhaps you lost a parent or both parents early in life. Even an extended stay in the hospital for you or a parent, or a job where they weren’t around much, would affect your style of attachment.

If they were clueless as parents, you didn’t learn much in the areas of boundaries or emotional safety, either. Basically, they caused you considerable emotional distress and you needed to find a way to survive, so you got your own map and compass together. You learned to avoid your emotions, because they felt hard and painful. Negative feelings can be big, even overwhelming, to a little body. So “fuhgeddaboudit” to those old emotions! Phooey, who needs ’em? You found safety in a rejecting environment by building defensive mental strategies, which relieved frustration and pain and toned down your intense emotional states.

Now, before I continue, let me point out that this book is not about blaming Mom or Dad. The point in understanding attachment is to give you a clearer idea of where your problem started, how it has affected you, and how to resolve it.

As an insecurely attached child, you might have been inconsolable much of the time, rejecting of your parent, or you might have turned yourself into a self-contained little adult. That’s what I did, and my mom called me her “little soldier.” If your childhood was like mine, your main strategy to protect yourself might have been to never do something as dangerous as showing any desire or need for closeness, warmth, affection, or love. Crying in movie theaters or in front of others was very scary; it attracted the wrong attention. You still wanted to be physically close to your parent, but you became emotionally detached. You needed validation but couldn’t get it from the dysfunctional parent, so you sought it in school, through friends, or in other ways. You knew that you had to go elsewhere to gain a feeling of belonging and acceptance.

Even as very young children, we insecurely attached kids had to learn to sidestep our troublesome feelings as we caught on that our caregivers showed little or no interest in truly getting to know us or understand how we felt. This left us with a bottomless pit of emptiness inside. I was that kid!

We carried these strategies into adulthood, and now the reality of getting emotionally close to others can have us breaking out in a cold sweat. We think that getting close to others emotionally should come with a guarantee that no one will get hurt or be left out, but that’s a fantasy. A lot of us insecurely attached children end up single our entire lives or settling for unfulfilling relationships, never sure if we made the right choice or feeling we had no choice. The emptiness inside is pervasive. We become gifted at developing strategies for both getting attention and avoiding attention altogether.

Strategies can be helpful in business when it comes to developing goals, but not so much for getting love and attention. In fact, we may end up being quite successful in our work, gaining validation and allowing us to keep our emotional distance with the world. For many, insecure attachment meant your intellect took over and saved the day. You got through by striving for something beyond just being you. You might have become an overachiever, a high performer, or a people pleaser, doing whatever you could to avoid negative consequences. You got your act together and you kept it together! But does being in this type of control serve you now? How happy are you?

If you were insecurely attached as a child, you can’t grasp what it feels like to be responsible for how you feel. It’s not your fault. It’s your conditioning. You never learned, so you don’t have the right tools. You may not know how to take emotionally inspired action, or how to stop being in a state of reaction to life and the people in it. Whether you anxiously run toward what you believe will fill you up or appear to avoid it, you have the same result: lack of real connection, happiness, and love.

Here’s the deal: To get to the other side of the street as an adult, you want to see yourself as the place where all your answers reside. All of them are inside of you. Trust that you will learn how to stop seeking problems outside of yourself, along with all the other behaviors you’ve used to avoid your own answers. Let’s start here, today, with “you are screwed up (and it’s okay).” You are your own answer now!

CHOOSING TO SUFFER IN THE DRAMA TRIANGLE: FROM VICTIM TO RESCUER TO MARTYR TO VILLAIN

Now, let’s pull back the veil to see what else is going on. The drama triangle, also known as the Karpman Drama Triangle, explains a lot. In fact, you will see the drama triangle not only in your own life, but everywhere! It’s in movies, songs, TV shows, your friends’ relationships, and so on. It is a socially acceptable way to be dysfunctional.

What is it?

Originally introduced in 1968 in “Fairy Tales and Script Drama Analysis,” by Stephen B. Karpman, MD, the Karpman Drama Triangle is an upside-down triangle with three positions on it. In the upper-left corner is the persecutor, in the upper-right corner is the rescuer, and in the bottom is the victim. Several variations have emerged; my own variation is that the rescuer is also the martyr, because each is the flipside of the other.

What do the points on the triangle mean in relation to this work?

The triangle represents the dynamics we have unconsciously chosen to participate in, in relation to others. It shows how the balance of power shifts between people in conflict and points out how individuals show up to interact in daily life. All three points on the triangle illustrate a lack of personal responsibility when in a struggle with other people.

Unfortunately, these points on the triangle are not only dysfunctional, they are emotionally draining and potentially harmful to those involved. Those who find themselves cruising on the triangle will shift positions, depending on the situation, without even realizing it. The victim feels they need a persecutor and someone to rescue them. Needing someone and being disrespected by them at the same time causes some victims to become the persecutor, but then, feeling bad, they want to rescue the person they just persecuted.

Going from each of the positions—from persecutor to rescuer to victim, in any order—makes it difficult to know what you are doing. You don’t know why you’re doing it, either, because you learned the motivations for these positions in childhood and are on autopilot.

You decide you want things to be a specific way, and maybe you ask for it: “I want us to leave for our vacation on Friday night instead of Saturday morning.” Let’s say you don’t get what you want. What do you do? The victim feels sorry for themselves; the persecutor may bully others to comply, or rail at the other person in an attempt to make them feel bad; the rescuer feels they must try harder by fixing or coming across as altruistic, as though asking for what they want is free of ego.

The drama triangle supplies an undercurrent of dysfunction and disempowerment as these dynamics run rampant in, around, and through our lives. Everyone on it is a prisoner until they can see it at the level of self-awareness. Until there is awareness, being on the drama triangle allows each participant to avoid addressing the real issues.

What does the persecutor do on this triangle? Think of the villain in movies, the one jerk in a reality TV show, or even the person being sung to in a love song. Have you ever noticed how sad love songs are? Most of them are about being left by someone, aka the persecutor, because the singer (victim) feels powerless to change anything. The persecutor is seen as the one with the power, even though it is not true power. Who wears the pants in the family? The persecutor. Who is the bully, the one who blames, shows anger in a domineering manner, and is overly critical and outwardly controlling? The persecutor again. Got a boss who rips you apart all the time? You feel like they are the persecutor. Does your partner tell you what to do when it comes to how you need to live “their” life, so they will be happy with you? That’s the persecutor. The person who cheated on you and left you high and dry? The persecutor strikes again!

How about the rescuer on the triangle? What is he or she up to? The rescuer/fixer/martyr is so enmeshed in other people that he or she has no clue how they feel themselves or what they truly want. It is always about other people. They avoid themselves and mask it by being overly concerned for the victim. Their seemingly altruistic care of others is rarely seen as controlling by the people they rescue. But rescuers keep a scorecard in their head of everything they do for others, and through this scorecard a sense of superiority develops. (This is also how they end up as the persecutor at some point—when they finally flip out.) This person is the enabler of bad behavior. He or she will help you out when you’re stuck in a foreign country; though you’re barely acquaintances, they will fly there and pick you up! No task is too much or too big, as long as they receive the reward of validation. The validation, of course, lasts only so long. It doesn’t fill them up. In essence, a rescuer is pretty angry, thinking, “I do everything for everyone, but no one does anything for me.” The truth is that rescuers do want rescuing, but they appear to be self-sufficient, so no one believes they need any help. To actually receive help would make them feel weak, or shame, and they do not want to owe anyone in return. In contrast, the rescuer wants the victim to have ESP to fulfill their needs in a way that doesn’t disrupt their superior position. It’s a double-edged sword, because they only feel validation or power when rescuing. Rescuers on the surface don’t think they need any help, because inevitably “they have it handled.”

Now we come to the victim. Victims are talked about so much in society, but there are many types of victims running around this planet. This is the most powerless position on the surface, but underneath the apparent passivity is manipulation. The victim throws themselves regular pity parties but also feels persecuted by others with sentiments like “I’d rather be alone”; “I hate men/women”; “They are all jerks!” or “Poor me, nobody does anything for me”; “I’m all alone”; “Nobody cares”; and “No one would miss me if I were gone.” This position is inwardly controlling. Anyone who believes their emotional state is controlled by someone else is a victim. For example, a victim might say, “I can’t believe you are not taking me out on a Friday night just because you have to work late. I’m feeling like you don’t care. You owe me.”

How else does the victim position show up? They panic about making a decision for fear someone won’t like it. They ask others for their opinion about a decision they are contemplating in their life. They act like they don’t care, but inside they feel victimized by others. A victim complains they are never chosen or says things like they are not attractive or interesting enough. Whenever you feel powerless, hopeless, defeated, ashamed, or depleted and you blame another person, you’re a victim.

Victims have no empowerment, but they get a different type of power from wallowing in their misery. This power is to guilt-trip the world—they don’t have to be responsible for anyone or anything. Moving into the “victim” spot on the triangle can be a relief because no one expects anything from you.

No one on the drama triangle is taking responsibility or practicing any kind of self-care. They are all waiting for something outside themselves to make them take action, which is really a reaction. It’s a reaction because another person doing something to upset them is what gets the party started on the triangle. When living on this triangle, we find it impossible to be authentic. Each position wants to win.

Look at how society is obsessed with reality TV, soap operas, and generally watching other people’s drama unfold like it’s a train wreck. We get drawn in because we love watching the drama of others. Our own drama? Not so much, but you’ll buy tickets to the movie to see the good guy (rescuer) trying to save the damsel in distress (victim) by battling the bad guy (persecutor). It’s a classic format we’ve seen over and over again. Think Bridget Jones’s Diary, with Hugh Grant (persecutor), Colin Firth (rescuer), and Renée Zellweger (victim). In the TV show South Park, Cartman is a victim, persecutor, and rescuer all built into one little dude. He can be a bully but then feels picked on so he runs to his mom (or anyone who will listen), and then he and his gang of friends are often rescuing someone.

We watch this form of entertainment because it’s familiar; we know the dynamic well. We have been conditioned to think this way since childhood, so we don’t see another way. We want a winner and a loser. A good guy and a bad guy. And we want to cheer for the rescuer.

It’s entertainment, but in real life, it’s painful. It’s inauthentic and depleting. The opposite of the drama triangle is happiness and empowerment, but we don’t see that as an option… unless that happiness is dependent on someone else.


EXERCISE: Recognizing the Drama Triangle

To recognize the drama triangle in your own life, take the time while you’re reading this book to notice and pay attention to popular culture. Watch TV shows to see if you can identify the different roles and how people switch positions on the triangle. Society is a reflection of the people in it, and by seeing the drama triangle outside yourself, you’ll be able to see yourself more clearly.

Then, take a few minutes to journal your answers to the following questions:

1. What do you now notice that you might not have observed in the past? Are you able to see how disempowering the drama triangle dynamic is?

2. Now, turn that awareness on your own life and look at where you play each of these roles on the triangle. I guarantee you do it. Take a few minutes to sketch out the triangles you’re aware of at work, at home, and with friends.

3. The next time you catch yourself in one of the drama triangle positions, stop and ask yourself what you’re trying to force. Most people don’t even know the motivation for what they’re trying to accomplish. Consider what could happen if you dropped your role and just let the situation unfold. If you are trying to get someone to do what you want so you can feel better, stop trying to get that from them. Instead, give it to yourself. That is the beginning of empowerment.




EMOTIONAL BAGGAGE—CAN YOU LEAVE IT AT THE AIRPORT?

Your emotional baggage goes wherever you go. It’s hard to unpack because often you cannot see it. It’s invisible luggage, but it affects everything. You might not know how heavily it weighs on your view of life.

Imagine having an empty backpack as a kid. Little by little, events happen in your life, and the backpack starts to fill. Some of these events impact you emotionally. Remember what happened when little Johnny was running with scissors? He fell and cut himself. It required stitches. And guaranteed, little Johnny remembers that event and feels a shock of fear down his spine in recalling it. It probably curtailed any possibility of a career as a professional sword swallower. Not only that, but his backpack then had some weight to it.

Your baggage starts to fill up as your view of the world changes based on how your experiences impact you, creating a reaction. What you used to be able to do now scares the crap out of you, so you run, hide, overcompensate, or do magic tricks to prevent the event from happening again. You may not understand why, but geez, that backpack is feeling heavier! And you can’t see how it is impacting your choices.

Heavy baggage means you developed a belief about yourself and the world. Attachment issues, modeling the people you knew who were enthusiastic participants on the drama triangle—all of this told you things about the world and your own place in it. Whenever a negative event happened, it created a negative belief, a belief you fed over and over. The fear of that negative belief being true is part of why your baggage feels so heavy.

Seeking perfection, being a people pleaser, or having other depleting traits comes from a heavy emotional backpack. You might work really hard to ignore the weight of it, hoping that all the over-the-top things you do, like going 30 miles out of your way to pick up your friend’s dress from the dry cleaner even though you have your own errands to run, will make it lighter. Instead, you find yourself overreacting to little things, wondering afterward what got into you. It’s those moments of overreaction that provide clues into your emotional baggage.

And believe me, you want clues! You want to drop that stuff like it’s a grenade. Emotional baggage can be difficult to tackle because to clear it, you need to know it’s there. And even when you know it’s there, a large part of clearing it means taking responsibility for the choices you made when you unconsciously stuffed more into the backpack. The good news is that you don’t have to continue to see the world from the same screwed-up place. You do not have to make the same choices in the future.

A new age guy I was dating years ago said to me, “It’s always about the p**sy. Once you have sex, then they want everything from you.” This was his irritated response to my saying it would be great to see him a couple of times a week. I was shocked by Mr. Meditation and took it personally, shutting down and screaming in my head, “What is wrong with me?!” I’ll spare you the gory details of how this scenario played out, but it added to my emotional baggage. For a long time afterward, I never said what I wanted when it came to seeing a man on a regular basis. I was afraid of having another response out of left field. I did not feel worthy of someone wanting to see me regularly. This related right back to my heavy-ass backpack, even though I did not realize it. I just thought that men really did not want a serious relationship with me. (I still thought Mr. Meditation was a jerk.) Ugh. Feels heavy reading it, doesn’t it?

Any time you were given evidence that your screwed-up belief was true, your emotional baggage grew. Whether you shut down, freaked out, or tried to convince yourself and others things were different is irrelevant. It made no impact on the size of your emotional baggage. As it grew into a full-on trunk, you avoided situations that you feared could bring up that evidence again. You ran away emotionally. You probably became more perfect, so no one would find out that you were a loser (I don’t think this—you do, and that’s why you are your own problem). Feeling that specific events or that certain people, places, things, and situations are the problem keeps you from dealing with your baggage.

So, are you ready to off-load some of your non–Louis Vuitton luggage and get on down the road to happiness? Get ready to move from autopilot to feeling your feelings and the beginnings of emotional freedom.
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