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Chapter Three

Clear Those Rocks and Pull Those Weeds—
Recognize and Eliminate Negative Patterns

In any garden, uncontrolled weeds can choke out the fl owers. 

Negative patterns are the weeds of our minds: stealing nutrients and light, 

competing for growing space, digging their roots deep into our identities, 

sowing their seeds for future growth. Just as unchecked weeds take over a garden, 

negative patterns will take over our lives unless we intentionally take steps to root 

them out. Pulling the weeds of negativity can be hard work, but the results are well 

worth the effort: a life that is lush, fruitful and growing.

You know you have a negative pattern working in your life when the YYou know you have a negative pattern working in your life when the Ysame frustrating events happen over and over again; when you still feel Ysame frustrating events happen over and over again; when you still feel Y
angry, sad or afraid because of  something that occurred in your life; 
when you feel like you overreact easily and often. If  you are not enjoying 
your life, if  you are not experiencing success and well-being, chances are 
there is a negative pattern at work. All of  us have some negative pat-
terning. This patterning becomes a problem when it prevents us from 
creating the lives we want or enjoying the lives we have. In this chapter, 
I’ll give you the tools you need to overcome problematic negative pat-
terns. Here are the four negative patterns we’ll be working on:
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• Limiting beliefs. A negative perception that you believe to be 
true and accurate about yourself, others or the world.

• Past events. Past incidents that continue to affect how you 
understand and interpret current situations.

• Schemas. An operating system, or mind-program, which 
affects how your brain fi lters and processes information it 
receives.

• Emotional hijacks. Overwhelming negative emotions that 
prevent you from thinking clearly or reacting objectively to 
events and situations.

These four negative patterns interact with each other and can im-
pact your growth. Like an acorn growing into an oak, each of  us has 
an innate potential. Just as rocks and pollutants can stunt the oak’s 
growth, our negative patterns can block us from realizing our full 
capabilities. Limiting beliefs are like the rocks that prevent the tree from Limiting beliefs are like the rocks that prevent the tree from Limiting beliefs
sinking its roots down as far as it would like; they block our ability 
to achieve our true potential. Past events are like toxic poisons that in-Past events are like toxic poisons that in-Past events
fect the soil; they pollute our thinking and our belief  systems. Schemas 
act like pollution and other environmental fi lters that prevent healthy 
sunlight and rain from nourishing the tree; they prevent benefi cial 
beliefs from occurring to us and set up a system for negative self-
fulfi lling prophecies. Emotional hijacks are like kudzu, vines that grow Emotional hijacks are like kudzu, vines that grow Emotional hijacks
so extensively they can destroy a tree; they act like weeds, cutting off  
the thinking part of  our brains and keeping us stuck in negative and 
emotional reactions. If  a tree has to expend all of  its energy in dealing 
with environmental stressors like rocks or drought, it can’t grow well 
and become healthy. Like the tree, if  all of  your energy is diverted to your energy is diverted to your
fi ghting destructive patterns, like obsessing about your past or fi lter-
ing everything through negative schemas, you won’t be as strong and 
healthy as possible either.

Our goal here is to get rid of  negative patterns so that you can 
reach your own potential and become your best self. You have to 
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recognize when a pattern is affecting you. This is step one. You can’t 
just identify the negative pattern and expect it to go away. You have to 
create alternatives so that you can effectively replace the old pattern 
with a new one. This is the second step.

Step One: Recognize when a pattern is affecting you

Step Two: Replace these patterns with healthy, new alternatives

Here’s something to keep in mind when you’re working through 
this process. When you’re replacing an old habit with a new one, 
there will be some time when both exist at the same time. So, let’s go back 
to one of  my limiting beliefs: I’m too heavy to be attractive and loved. 
I want to replace this belief  with a more realistic belief, that I’m actu-
ally pretty and sexy. In doing so, there was a time when both thoughts 
co-existed and I felt fat and sexy at the same time, and I experienced and sexy at the same time, and I experienced and
myself  as both at the same time. Only by going through the process 
of  feeling both beliefs can you create the healthier pathway and the 
new vision of  yourself. You can be the new without having success-
fully banished the old completely. Keep this in mind because when 
you feel the pull of  the old thoughts, you can make the mistake of  
thinking you’ve failed in your efforts to create a new pattern, and 
you may give up. What you have to do, really, is to allow yourself  to 
have both thoughts because you’re reinforcing the new and healthy 
pathway and eventually it will replace the old pathway. That said, let’s 
look at each of  these negative patterns more closely.

LIMITING BELIEFS

Remember that a limiting belief is a negative perception that you believe limiting belief is a negative perception that you believe limiting belief
to be true and accurate about yourself, others or the world. Have you 
ever woken up in the morning and been cheerful and happy and then 
said to yourself, “Oh, wait, this is my life,” and suddenly you’re not 
in a cheerful mood anymore? You have just remembered all of  your 
limiting beliefs, and they ruined your good mood. This is what I call 
“picking up the rock.”
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Rocks represent limiting beliefs that we think are true and that 
weigh us down. We can pick them up without being aware of  it be-
cause our rocks are so familiar, so comforting and so much a part 
of  us. Now, imagine that we’re all swimming through the “Lake of  
Life.” As we swim, we are only using one arm because we are holding 
our rock with the other. There are people on the shore who can see 
that we’re having trouble swimming, and they know we’d be a lot bet-
ter off  if  we weren’t trying to get along with only one arm. They’re 
shouting at us: “Drop the rock!” The thing is, we are so attached to our “Drop the rock!” The thing is, we are so attached to our “Drop the rock!”
rocks that we can’t see or hear the people on the shore who are giving 
us important information that contradicts our limiting beliefs. Our 
negative perceptions are so strong we would rather end up drowning 
than let go of  that rock. It’s time to start listening to those people on 
the shore, and drop those rocks!

Ridding Your Garden of the Rocks of Limiting Beliefs

There are four steps to overcoming limiting beliefs: recognize the lim-
iting belief; reexamine the limiting belief; react against the limiting 
belief  and re-create the limiting belief  into an empowering belief.

Overcoming a Limiting Belief

• Recognize

• Reexamine

• React

• Re-create

Recognize the Rocks in Your Garden. The fi rst step in getting rid of  
limiting beliefs is being able to identify them. You have to recognize 
that you are, in fact, carrying a rock or a limiting belief  before you 
can put it down. Now, how can you tell if  you’re carrying around a 
rock? If  you have a belief  that prevents you from creating conditions 
for success and promoting a sense of  well-being, this is a limiting 
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belief. It restricts your thinking, constricts your energy and hinders 
your vision.

Here’s an example of  one of  my limiting beliefs. Before I was a 
therapist, I was a teacher. My limiting belief  when I was a teacher was 
that I was terrible. I said to myself, “Oh, these poor students. All the 
other teachers are better than I am. It’s so sad that they got stuck with 
me as their teacher.” Then I became a therapist and my limiting belief  
was (you can probably guess) the same. I’d think, “Oh, my poor cli-
ents. All the other therapists are better than I am. I’m embarrassed to 
take money for this. They should probably go see someone else who 
can help them more.” Very heavy, this rock.

I would become so upset about my performance (either as a teach-
er or a therapist) that I literally felt like I was drowning. In this emo-
tional state, I was unable to create conditions for success because I 
couldn’t recognize my strengths and assets. I suffered a great deal, but 
not once did this limiting belief  help me improve my performance. I 
certainly wasn’t promoting a sense of  well-being and security.

Reexamine the Limiting Belief. The fi rst step is to recognize and identify 
your limiting beliefs. The second step is to let go of  the limiting be-
lief—to stop believing in the rock. It can be really hard to do this for 
ourselves, because our commitment to the limiting belief  can be very 
strong. Often, you have to listen to the people who are on the shore 
of  your Lake of  Life who are giving you feedback. They’re the ones 
saying that this is a rock, a problem, a limiting belief  about yourself.

I had a limiting belief  that I wasn’t a good teacher. Even though 
I got lots of  positive evaluations from my students, I would look 
through the pile of  positive evaluations until I found an evaluation 
that was even slightly negative, and then I’d say, “Oh my god! I knew 
it! I’m a bad teacher!” Because of  my limiting belief, I didn’t see the see the see
ones that were positive, and I certainly didn’t give them any credence. 
I call this “negative shopping,” the unconscious compulsion to look 
for the bad in any given situation.
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By engaging in negative shopping, I was totally ignoring the peo-
ple who gave me positive evaluations who were standing on the shore 
saying “Drop the rock.” The fact is, you can never get a 100 percent posi-“Drop the rock.” The fact is, you can never get a 100 percent posi-“Drop the rock.”
tive response on anything. I’m not going to get every single person in 
a class or a training to say that I’m the best teacher ever. That’s not 
reality ... but neither is it realistic to walk around only listening to the 
negatives in life, which is what I had been doing.

React Against the Limiting Belief. Try to understand where your rocks 
come from. This can help change your perspective by uncovering hid-
den factors that produced the limiting belief  and intensifi ed its im-
portance. As you begin to understand the root causes of  your belief, 
you can release and resolve feelings and begin to experience the belief  
as something separate from who you really are. In other words, your 
limiting belief  no longer remains attached to your “true self.” A lot 
of  rocks come from childhood, from the culture, from the media. 
They come from our peers. Some of  my biggest rocks came from 
feeling unpopular and unattractive in high school. By understanding 
the origin of  the limiting beliefs, you give yourself  ammunition to let 
them go. You begin to realize that the origin of  the belief  is no longer 
relevant in your current life, and in fact, may never have been valid.

That’s not to say that you have to know exactly where your rocks 
came from. First, you may not be able to trace the origin of  the rock. 
Second, we can pick up rocks so unconsciously that we don’t even re-
member where they came from. Third, while I think it’s important to 
understand our past and be aware of  it, this knowledge won’t help you 
get rid of  your problems. I can tell you ten reasons that may explain 
why I feel insecure about my professional abilities, but the fact that I 
can understand it intellectually doesn’t mean I will change my belief. 
Only by reacting against the limiting belief  will it lose its persuasive 
appeal. You need to literally say, “I no longer choose to believe this 
about myself, others or life.”



49CLEAR THOSE ROCKS AND PULL THOSE WEEDS |

Re-create Your Limiting Belief into an Empowering Belief. The next step 
is to re-create the limiting belief  so that it creates conditions for success 
and promotes a sense of well-being. What would that be for me, in terms of  
my self-conception as a teacher or trainer? What I now say to myself  
is: “I am a good therapist, and I’m getting better with experience.” 
This is true. This statement recognizes that I’m good at what I do, 
and also nods to the fact that I’m always evolving. There are two tech-
niques that can help you create a correct connection and turn your 
limiting belief  into an empowering belief.

First, you can use a “counter belief.” Take the limiting belief  and shift “counter belief.” Take the limiting belief  and shift “counter belief.”
it from something negative to something positive. In terms of  my 
teaching, instead of  saying to myself, “I’m a bad teacher,” I’ll instead 
repeat the counter belief, which is the opposite statement: a statement 
that is 180 degrees opposite to the limiting belief. Mine would be, 
“I’m a good teacher.” This is my empowering belief. What’s yours? 
Repeat this as often as necessary until you can start to chip away at 
the limiting belief  and reduce its hold on you.

Sometimes it doesn’t feel like you can believe the opposite of  the 
limiting belief. You are not yet ready to let it go, or it feels like too far 
of  a stretch. If  this is the case for you, use the “inclusion technique.” With “inclusion technique.” With “inclusion technique.”
this strategy, you keep the limiting belief  while adding a counter belief. 
So, I might say to myself, “I’m not the perfect teacher, and I’m becom-and I’m becom-and
ing better at it.” Be sure to use and when joining the two statements. We and when joining the two statements. We and
have a tendency to say “but,” which minimizes the new counter state-
ment. Joining the new counter statement to the limiting belief  helps 
to create a bridge to truly feeling the reality of  the counter statement. 
Here’s another example: “I am not as good as I want to be, and I am and I am and
learning and gaining experience.” The inclusion technique allows you 
to shift your focus while minimizing discomfort. Both strategies lift 
and expand you instead of  pulling you into a downward spiral.

We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. 

With our thoughts, we make our world.            —Buddha
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Here is a list of  common limiting beliefs.1 Which ones pertain to 
you? Don’t worry if  you have a lot of  check marks on this list. Often, 
limiting beliefs are related to each other, so working on one belief  is 
actually working on many at the same time. To practice “dropping 
your rock,” choose one limiting belief  that you connect with strongly. 
Now, reexamine that belief  by fi nding evidence that disputes it. Next, 
make a commitment to react against it whenever it shows up in your 
life. Finally, re-create the limiting belief  into an empowering belief  us-
ing either the counter statement or inclusion techniques. Say the em-
powering belief  out loud many times. Remember, repetition is key to 
creating new pathways. As you say your new belief, listen to the words 
and take them in as your new reality. You might notice that different 
limiting beliefs have more sway at certain times, so repeat this process 
whenever you notice a limiting belief  blocking your path.

Limiting Beliefs List

❑ I’m not very smart.

❑ I’m not as good as the people I’m competing with.

❑ I never come out on top.

❑ No matter how good things start out, something always 
ruins my efforts.

❑ I cannot really change; I just am who I am.

❑ I don’t have the family background to be what I really want 
to be.

❑ I’ve never been able to do it before. Why get my hopes up 
now?

❑ If  I get too happy and relaxed, something will go wrong.

❑ If  people really knew how much of  the time I was “faking 
it,” I would really be in trouble.

❑ If  I tried to change, it would just upset other people.

❑ It’s selfi sh of  me to spend so much time and energy on me.
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❑ I don’t deserve a second chance.

❑ I don’t really have the power to change my life.

❑ I don’t know how to deal with diffi cult things.

❑ I’m not good enough.

❑ I don’t have what it takes to be successful.

❑ I’m not worthy.

❑ Life is a struggle.

❑ Nothing I do makes a difference.

❑ Something bad always happens to me.

❑ I don’t have the ability to sustain any changes.

❑ I’m a victim of  forces beyond my control.

❑ I don’t count.

❑ I need to always accommodate others or there will be 
problems.

❑ When someone is in trouble, I must always help them.

❑ It is shameful to make a mistake.

❑ I better not rock the boat or things could get worse.

❑ What I think or say won’t make a difference.

❑ Nobody cares how I feel.

❑ Nobody cares what I think.

❑ I’m too old to learn new things.

❑ I will not be liked if  I am too successful.

❑ I’ve got to do it myself  if  I am going to be successful.

❑ It’s a dog-eat-dog world.

❑ _______________________ (other)

❑ _______________________ (other)



52 | POWER OPTIMISM

Rocks Get Pushed Up in the Soil

Have you ever noticed that, after it rains, rocks seem to spontaneously 
appear in the garden? The rain somehow forces rocks up and they 
pop out on top of  the soil. The rocks in our emotional gardens are 
the same way; they can reappear even when we think they’ve all been 
removed. You will probably have to drop your own particular rock 
over and over again, because you will pick it up again without even 
noticing it.

Last summer, I was a mentor in a summer program for teenage 
girls and, even though I had dropped my limiting beliefs about my 
skills as a teacher and speaker, I managed to pick up my rock just for 
this activity. In the three days I participated in the program, I man-
aged to convince myself  that the girls I was mentoring would rather 
have had a different mentor. With all of  my awareness, I still got trig-still got trig-still
gered, and I picked up the rock again.

You need to continuously remain aware of  how you’re thinking 
about events, because the rock will just creep back into your garden 
if  you’re not careful! Fortunately, I was able to recognize that I had 
picked up my old rock, and I followed the steps described here. With 
effort, I was able to let go of  this belief—again—and think more 
positively about myself. When rocks get pushed up through the soil, 
or are dropped in your garden by someone else, use the experience as 
an opportunity to continue growing and learning by clearing out the 
rocks again and observing what you learn in the process.

PAST EVENTS

Past events act as negative patterns when experiences in the present 
time are fi ltered and interpreted through the lens of  the past and the mem-fi ltered and interpreted through the lens of  the past and the mem-fi ltered and interpreted
ory of  things that happened to you then. Past events that are unre-
solved and continue to carry a lot of  emotion can overwhelm people 
with negative thoughts and feelings. The infl uence of  past events can 
cause you to react in the present moment based on what happened 
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to you in the past. Essentially, troublesome past events act like tox-
ins, poisoning your current experiences. You can’t be spontaneous and 
open to the possibilities of  the present moment when you can’t let go 
of  the past.

We can all think of  friends or relatives who are harboring a grudge 
or living in the past. For example, several years ago, a friend’s husband 
left her for a younger woman. My friend is still really furious about 
the divorce and angry at her ex-husband. She spends huge amounts of  
emotional energy holding on to her feelings for a person who isn’t even 
in her life anymore. In the process, she’s making her life miserable.

Sometimes, people live in the past through negative self-percep-
tions. One of  my clients is a man who had a hard time in elemen-
tary and middle school and was bullied and teased a lot. He retains 
that self-perception and still views himself  through the eyes of  his 
classmates, all of  whom are decades older now. He spends enormous 
amounts of  emotional energy holding onto a self-perception about 
himself  that is years out of  date.

A past event is, essentially, a memory. The fi rst time the event hap-
pened, you interpreted it as it happened and formed a memory of  it based as it happened and formed a memory of  it based as it happened
on that interpretation. Memories are neither good nor bad. They can 
generate thoughts and feelings that take you on an upward spiral or a 
downward spiral, depending on how you have interpreted them. Our 
feelings about past events are created entirely by our thoughts and our 
interpretations about what happened, precisely because we are react-
ing to something that is over. Because the event is long gone, and your 
interpretation and thoughts about it determine how you feel about it, 
the role of  that past event can be changed by changing your interpre-
tation of  it. I need to say that again because it’s so important: you can 
change the role of the past event in your life by changing the interpretations and thoughts 
that you bring to it.

It’s safe to say that if  you’re fi xating on the past, you’re spiraling 
downward. Focusing on something that can’t be changed makes you a downward. Focusing on something that can’t be changed makes you a downward
victim because it strengthens negativity rather than optimism. Your 
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task is to change that spiral by looking at the past from a different 
perspective and fi nding a new interpretation. You can’t go back and 
change what happened in the past. The only thing you can change 
about a past event is how you’re going to interpret it and what you’re 
going to learn from it, and that is possible. You can develop new inter-is possible. You can develop new inter-is
pretations of  a past event that are based on who you are at this point in 
time, not who you were when the event originally happened. Reinter-
preting the past gives you back control over your life. It allows you to 
choose an interpretation that enhances the present.

Have you ever gone back to your old elementary school or to 
the neighborhood where you grew up? When you think about those 
places, they probably seem really large in your mind. I always thought 
of  my elementary school as having towering sliding boards and in-
credibly long hallways. My neighborhood seemed huge, and the cor-
ner store was really far away. Of  course, that’s just how I remembered 
it. Those were the interpretations and memories that I had formed. 
When I once went back, I was surprised to see that it was all dif-
ferent from the way I remembered! My school was tiny, the sliding 
boards were child-sized, and the hallways were totally normal. My 
old neighborhood turned out to be a compact place where everything 
was easily within walking distance. Now, nothing shrank since I was a 
kid. I’d just formed memories with my child’s eyes, and I had attached 
meaning to them that was larger than my adult reality.

Past events are just like this. You can revisit them—like returning 
to your old school or neighborhood—the same way. You can go back 
to your memories of  past events and see how they look today. This 
can help you reinterpret the events and make a better meaning for 
your current life. If  you’re having trouble creating conditions for suc-
cess, think about whether you continue to carry around a past event 
that has a strong negative charge for you in the present moment. It can 
be hard to do this, but here are some questions to ask yourself:

• Are you still holding on to a personal label you got in the 
past?
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• Is there a relationship from your past that continues to 
trouble you today?

• Do you have a negative job experience that stops you from 
moving forward in your career?

• Are there events from your life that produce considerable 
fear, sadness or anger when you think about them now?

• Are you resentful towards anyone or anything in your life?

• Do you have “unfi nished business” that you avoid taking 
care of ?

These questions can help you spot toxic past events so you can start 
letting them go.

Moving Beyond the Infl uence of Past Events

Once you have recognized a potent past event and identifi ed the nega-
tive meanings associated with it, it’s time to neutralize the past event 
through reinterpretation.2 Here’s how it works:

Letting Go of Past Events Through Reinterpretation

• Specify the event

• Identify the event’s negative meaning for you

• Create a new interpretation of  the event

• Let go of  the event

• Take responsibility for your role

Specify the event. Recognize the event from your past that continues 
to have an emotional charge and that is preventing you from achieving 
success and well-being. Here’s one of  mine. When I was 15, my best 
friend told me that I would never get married unless I lost weight.

Identify the negative meaning. What are the thoughts, feelings and be-
haviors that come from the event? Examine the negative interpretations 
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or meanings that you attached to the event. For me, I internalized my 
friend’s message and made it mean that I was too fat for a boy or man 
to ever love me, and I wouldn’t get married. I felt rejected, hurt and 
fi lled with self-loathing. I was afraid to talk to boys and to date. I hid 
my body by wearing baggy clothing.

Create a new interpretation of the event. Explore the event from a dif-
ferent perspective. Think about it from the vantage point of  adult-
hood or through the eyes of  another person. Find a meaning that 
will enable you to create an upward spiral in your current life. After 
all, you choose your interpretations, so create one that is empowering 
for you. In my case, I realized that my friend loved me and was trying 
to protect me from rejection. I also realized that she had internal-
ized messages about society’s expectations about girls’ bodies, and her 
anxiety about my desire to date was also a refl ection of  her own fears 
about being attractive.

Let go of the incident. Forgive the person or people who hurt you, and 
let the incident go. I forgave my friend because she probably had no 
idea that I reacted so strongly to her comment. She wasn’t trying to 
hurt my feelings.

Take responsibility for your role. Be aware of  any continued negative 
charge you feel. It’s important to understand and accept your own 
part in keeping the past alive. If  you fi nd that the past event continues 
to create a downward spiral, it is up to you to keep working on letting 
it go.

A Note About Forgiveness and Guilt

Let me talk a little bit about forgiveness, which many people fi nd dif-
fi cult to embrace. What I mean by forgiveness is letting go of a hurt so you 
can move ahead. Forgiveness is not about forgetting what happened to you, forgetting what happened to you, forgetting
or condoning another person’s bad behavior or necessarily condoning another person’s bad behavior or necessarily condoning reconciling with reconciling with reconciling
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someone who hurt you. The purpose of  forgiveness has nothing to do 
with the people who hurt you. They aren’t even involved. It is all about is all about is
you and your ability to move ahead. If  someone has done something 
terrible to you, and you cannot forgive them, that person still has 
power over you. You will stay disempowered as long as you continue to 
focus on something that is past and that you can’t change now. For-
giveness is a gift to yourself, and holding onto the past will stunt your 
growth. Think about the great leaders who have truly changed societ-
ies and improved life for people: Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi, 
the Dali Llama, Martin Luther King. All of  these leaders incorpo-
rated forgiveness into their philosophies, recognizing that forgiveness 
is not only transformative, but also essential for growth.

The weak can never forgive. 

Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong.

 —Gandhi.

People can be deeply invested in not letting go because it can feel 
like their hurt over the bad things is who they are. Letting go of  anger is who they are. Letting go of  anger is
or resentment might make a person feel unlike himself. It can feel very 
strange and unfamiliar, but over-identifying with the negative obscures 
the true essence of  who you are. The negative past does not defi ne you. true essence of  who you are. The negative past does not defi ne you. true essence
It is just hiding the true self, the free self, the self  that is not bitter. 
Continuing to hold onto anger, resentment and bitterness prevents 
growth. Forgiving others and letting go allows yourself  to be free to 
create success and well-being in your present and your future.

The same is true about guilt, which can also overwhelm a person 
and keep her trapped in the past. Guilt is your mind’s way of  alerting 
you that you’ve strayed off  course from your true self. Guilt is saying 
“that wasn’t appropriate; that’s not who you are.” The healthy response 
is not to beat yourself  up about whatever is making you feel guilty, but 
to take note of  it and change your behavior next time. It’s important 
to remember that I made a mistake isn’t the same thing as I am a mistake. 
Everyone makes mistakes; it’s entirely human. You are not the mistake not the mistake not
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you made. You feel the guilt so you can learn from it and do some-
thing different the next time you are in a similar situation.

Toxic guilt is guilt that you can’t let go of. It’s what you experience Toxic guilt is guilt that you can’t let go of. It’s what you experience Toxic guilt
when you continually think and obsess about an event and beat your-
self  up about what happened. Wallowing in toxic guilt doesn’t do any-
thing to help you learn, grow or change. It keeps you from honoring 
your own feelings and listening to your internal feedback. In this way, 
toxic guilt keeps itself  alive and keeps you mired in negativity.

When we’re talking about forgiving people and letting go of  the 
bad things that others have done to you, one very important person 
to add to the list is yourself. In fact, you should be at the top of  the top of  the top
list. Letting go, moving forward and putting your energy into healthy 
things all apply to yourself  as well as to others who may have hurt 
you before. Remember to be as nice to yourself  as you want to be to 
others.

It is possible to recognize the need to let go of  the past and to for-
give yourself  and others but diffi cult to do so on an emotional level. 
Here are several ideas that can help you.

• Practice Neutrality: Every time you feel a negative charge 
from a past event, treat it as if  it were a cloud passing on 
the horizon. Acknowledge it, and then dismiss it from your 
mind. Continue doing this until you can feel neutral about 
the memory of  the past event.

• Keep a journal: As you write about the event, let your 
feelings fi ll the page spontaneously. Don’t judge or edit 
yourself. When you’ve run out of  steam, ask yourself, “Am 
I ready to let this go?” If  the answer is no, keep writing 
and exploring. The issue doesn’t have to be resolved at this 
moment in time. If  the answer is yes, write a commitment 
to yourself  to let it go. You may have to repeat this process 
several times. Letting go is like peeling an onion; some-
times many layers have to come off  before you’re done.

• Write a letter: Not a letter you would actually mail, this is 
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just a way to communicate your feelings. Write a letter tell-
ing the other person (or people) involved in the event how 
you feel, and how the event impacted you. Next, tell them 
your new interpretation of  the event; describe how you 
have forgiven them and moved on with your life. End the 
letter by telling them what you appreciate about yourself. 
You can write to yourself, too.

• Work with symbols: Make an object that represents the 
event. Symbolically let go of  the object by actually releas-
ing the representation. You can bury the object, burn it, 
place it in a stream, throw it in the air or drop it in the 
trash. You may also wish to transform it into a new object, 
to symbolize the learning you’ve gotten from processing 
the past event.

• Learn more about forgiveness: There are many books and 
resources with explanations and exercises about the forgive-
ness process. They can help you to learn more about it and 
work on your issues more deeply. Some suggestions are 
listed in the last chapter.

• Seek professional help: It may be that you want help in 
working on these issues. Therapy is very useful in providing 
the skills and encouragement needed to let go of  harmful 
past events and forgive oneself  and others.

SCHEMAS

Schemas are mind-programs that process information and create ex-
pectations.3 Your computer needs an operating system in order for the 
programs to run. Your brain is the same way. A schema is just like an 
operating system for the brain. Schemas infl uence how we perceive, 
remember and evaluate information about ourselves, other people 
and life events. Schemas become self-fulfi lling models of  your world. self-fulfi lling models of  your world. self-fulfi lling
Because schemas are the fi lters through which you see the world, the 
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world bends to fi t the schema. Your brain selects information that fi ts 
the schema and fi lters out all other data. It is this process of  “selective 
perception” that makes faulty schemas so powerful.

Below is a list of  common maladaptive schemas that show up in 
people’s personal and work lives. Take a look at this list and see which 
schemas seem familiar. I’ve added questions to help you identify your 
schemas. What issues keep showing up in your life? Do you constantly 
feel like you’re abandoned in your relationships? You probably have 
an “abandonment schema.” Do you feel exhausted from doing things 
for other people? You probably have a “subjugation schema.” Some 
schemas are related, so you may notice you have a cluster of  schemas 
that reinforce each other.

Ten Schemas that Pollute Your Life

1. Abandonment. The perception that people you love are unavailable 
for support and connection.

• Are you sensitive to rejection?

• Are you afraid people will leave you?

• Do you need repeated reassurances to feel secure?

2. Mistrust and Abuse: The expectation that others will hurt, humiliate, 
manipulate or take advantage of  you.

• Do you believe other people are taking advantage of  you or 
have hidden motives, even without concrete proof ?

• Are you hesitant to share personal information for fear 
others will use it against you?

• Do you give in to others because you are afraid of  them 
and/or their reaction?

3. Dependence: The belief  that you are unable to handle everyday 
responsibilities in a competent manner without the help of  others.

• Do you have diffi culty making decisions?
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• Do you avoid new challenges on your own?

• Are you unsure about areas of  practical functioning and 
daily survival?

4. Vulnerability: The exaggerated fear that disaster, such as natural, 
criminal, medical or fi nancial catastrophes, could strike at any time.

• Are you constantly worried that something bad is about to 
happen to you?

• Are you anxious about terrible things happening to people 
close to you?

• Do you feel you lack the ability to cope with the possible 
dangers of  life?

5. Emotional Deprivation: The expectation that your need for love will 
not be adequately met by others.

• Do you feel like other people often don’t come through for 
you?

• Do you believe other people don’t understand how you feel?

• Do you think other people don’t care enough about you?

6. Social Exclusion: The feeling that you are different from other people 
and not part of  any group or community.

• Do you feel inferior to the people around you?

• Are you nervous and self-conscious in groups of  people?

• Do you avoid joining groups and keep to yourself ?

7. Defectiveness: The feeling that you are bad, unwanted, unlovable, 
inferior or invalid in important respects.

• Do you hide parts of  your true self  from others?

• Do you put yourself  down around others?

• Do you feel anxious even when you are successful because 
you worry that you can’t maintain your success?
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8. Failure: The belief  that you are fundamentally inadequate, relative 
to your peers, in areas of  achievement (such as school, career, sports) 
and that you will, therefore, inevitably fail.

• Did you choose a career below your potential?

• Do you avoid taking steps to develop your skills?

• Do you feel like an imposter even when you are objectively 
successful?

9. Subjugation: The belief  that it is necessary to sacrifi ce your needs 
and desires to please other people.

• Do you usually let other people have their own way?

• Do you avoid confrontation?

• Is it hard for you to do or say something that might hurt 
another person’s feelings?

10. Unrelenting Standards: The need to meet high, internalized 
standards of  behavior and performance in order to avoid criticism; 
perfectionism.

• Does your whole life seem to revolve around success?

• Does your health suffer because of  self-imposed stress?

• Do you feel overwhelmed because you are trying to accom-
plish so much?

How do schemas show up in your life? I’d like to share a signifi cant 
illustration from my life. I was 40 years old, single and looking to 
be in a long-term relationship leading to marriage. At a professional 
workshop, I was introduced to the concept of  schemas and decided 
to understand how they were operating in my life. I learned that I had 
abandonment and emotional deprivation schemas, and upon examin-
ing my relationship history with men, I had a “major aha!” I realized 
that I was being drawn to men who were interested in other wom-
en in addition to me or who were disinterested in moving towards 
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commitment. I was a victim to the schemas’ fi ltering systems, selecting 
men who would invariably leave me, be unavailable for support and 
unable to love me. The repetition of  this pattern in my relationships 
with men stunned me and jolted me into a new awareness of  my role 
in creating this self-fulfi lling prophesy.

Here is another story about two friends of  mine who were deal-
ing with defective and failure schemas. Diane and Rachel both serve 
on the board of  directors of  a social service agency. Diane had just 
ended her term as president of  the board and turned over the role to 
Rachel. Diane received appreciation from the board for her work as 
president but secretly felt inadequate and as if  she were an imposter. 
Rachel was feeling anxious and worried about her ability to succeed 
in this new role.

Their schemas became evident during a conversation they had 
about James, a long-term board member who was now eager to be-
come more active in the organization. Diane had always thought James 
was capable and smart and regretted that he hadn’t given much time to 
the organization during her tenure. She assumed his lack of  involve-
ment was because of  her, and blurted out to Rachel, “I guess he didn’t 
like working with me, so he waited until I wasn’t president anymore 
to get more involved!” Rachel started laughing, and said, “And here 
I thought James wanted to be more involved now because he didn’t 
trust me to be a good president, and wanted to keep track of  what I 
was doing!” The truth was, James had just recently freed up time from 
his work duties so he could devote more energy to the board. Both 
Diane and Rachel later realized that they repeatedly misinterpret situ-
ations because of  mind-programs based on feelings of  defectiveness 
and failure.

People often say to me, “What if  I really were abandoned?” “What were abandoned?” “What were
if  I really am a failure?” They fear that their schemas are concrete and 
unchangeable. Nothing is set in stone. The world isn’t black and white. 
No one has been abandoned by everyone they know. No one is a failure everyone they know. No one is a failure everyone
at everything. You have to be able to gather appropriate information 
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about your life and fi nd an area where the schema is weak. A common 
error people make is to try to replace a powerful schema with its op-
posite, which doesn’t work. If  your schema is that you are unlovable, 
you can’t try to make yourself  believe that “everyone loves me.” That 
would be delusional. In the same way, an abandonment schema can’t 
be fl ipped on its head from “everyone will leave me” to “everyone will 
always be there for me.” Instead, an adaptive schema would be to say, 
“I am loved by so-and-so,” or “People will be as supportive as they 
can.” If  you think of  the schema as a coin, the goal is not to just fl ip 
the coin over to its other side. You want to change the coin totally. Our change the coin totally. Our change
goal is to replace your schema with one that is positive, one that helps 
you spiral upward and achieve success. This requires discipline and 
practice to accomplish.

The only limits to our realization of tomorrow 

will be our doubts of today.      —Franklin D. Roosevelt

Cultivating Benefi cial Schemas

Take some time to look over the list of  faulty schemas. Think about 
which ones might be affecting your life. Here are the steps to replace 
ineffective schemas with productive ones:

Replacing Faulty Schemas

• Understand the origins and triggers of  your schema

• Build a case against your schema

• Develop new, productive mind-programs

• Experience new thoughts, feelings and behaviors

• Keep practicing

Understand the origins and triggers of your schema. First, examine experi-
ences from your family, school, peers and friends, religious and cultural 
background. Use this information to separate the schema from your 



65CLEAR THOSE ROCKS AND PULL THOSE WEEDS |

authentic self. Recognize how and why you developed this mind-pro-
gram. Sometimes we are unaware of  the origins of  our ineffective sche-
mas because we developed them unconsciously. Even if  you don’t know 
why you developed a particular schema, you can still choose to let it go.

Next, become aware of  the schema’s pull. This is the fi rst step in 
ending its power. Discover your triggers—people or situations that set 
off  your schema. When your schema is operating, ask yourself:

• What do I think?

• How do I feel?

• What do I do?

Build a case against your schema. Ineffective schemas continue to in-
fl uence our perceptions because we don’t stop to objectively examine 
them. We just assume the information they fi lter is accurate. Try to 
step outside your schema to get a clear view of  the evidence. List 
the evidence from your current life that supports your schema. Then, 
list the evidence that contradicts your schema. Review the lists and ask contradicts your schema. Review the lists and ask contradicts
yourself:

• Does any evidence indicate the schema is inherently true of  
me?

• If  the schema (or some part of  the schema) seems true, 
what can I do to change this aspect of  myself ?

The goal is to recognize the way faulty schemas operate in your 
life so you can intervene to change them.

Develop new, productive mind-programs. In order to break the strength 
of  the old schema, you must actively and intentionally develop new 
schemas. Remember, effective mind-programs are balanced, fl exible, 
realistic and empowering. Here are examples of  benefi cial schemas 
that replace the ineffective ones presented earlier. Use these as a guide 
to develop adaptive mind-programs that fi t the way you want to be.
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 1. Intimate: I choose people who are stable and committed, 
and I am comfortable with normal separations.

 2. Trusting: I generally trust people unless they give me rea-
son not to. I prevent others from taking advantage of  me.

 3. Capable: I am capable of  handling everyday decisions and 
responsibilities. I ask for help when I need it.

 4. Hardy: I can bounce back if  bad things happen.

 5. Worthy: I deserve to have my needs met, but not at anoth-
er’s expense. I feel I am as good as other people.

 6. Social acceptance: I make a concerted effort to be myself. I 
give myself  a chance to connect to others.

 7. Desirable: I am comfortable with my looks, social skills 
and other characteristics.

 8. Adequate: I appreciate my success, and at the same time, 
I feel good about myself  regardless of  my accomplish-
ments.

 9. Assertive: My needs and desires are important, and I ex-
press them to others.

10. Reasonable Expectations: I enjoy myself  and my life as I 
give up perfections and focus on balance.

Experience new thoughts, feelings and behaviors. Imagine yourself  in a 
situation that would trigger the schema you are working to replace. 
Now think of  a person, either real or fi ctional, who can be a role 
model for your new mind-program. This person functions like an 
emotional coach to help you respond using your new mind-program. 
Think about how your role model might react to the trigger, and ask 
yourself:

• What new thoughts would I have?

• What new feelings would I have?

• What new actions would I take?
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Strive to integrate these thoughts, feelings and actions into your 
experience.

Keep Practicing! Schemas want to stay in place because they think they Keep Practicing! Schemas want to stay in place because they think they Keep Practicing!

are us, and they want to live through us. Schemas started for a reason, 
and they believe that we need them. Tell your schema it is being “up-
graded” to a new and improved “operating system.”

EMOTIONAL HIJACKS

An emotional hijack occurs when you are taken over by a sudden, 
intense and irrational negative feeling. Did you ever have the experi-
ence of  “going off ” after someone pushed a “hot button,” only to 
look back and realize you totally overreacted? This is an emotional 
hijack. We are often hijacked by our limiting beliefs, unresolved past 
events and schemas, but hijacks occur for lots of  reasons. My most 
memorable hijack was the time I got into a fi ght with a co-worker. 
We were in a power struggle over division of  duties. One day, he left 
a pile of  folders on my desk. I entered my offi ce in a calm mood, but 
after seeing those folders, I was throwing them across his desk within 
seconds and screaming something I no longer remember. I escaped 
into the stairwell to dissolve into tears. I knew I had been hijacked 
because when I looked back on the event, I realized the amount and 
intensity of  my emotional reaction was inappropriate to the situation. 
Not only that, it hindered a resolution and destroyed my reputation 
in the department.

Emotional hijacks are created by the same part of  the brain that 
produces the “fi ght or fl ight” impulse, an area called the amygdala.4

When something threatens someone, the brain bypasses the conscious 
mind and sends the signal straight to this ancient part of  the brain, 
where it sets off  an early warning system. This process happens auto-
matically and is extremely fast. When the brain gets the message about 
the danger, it fl oods the body with adrenaline and stress hormones 
that make us want to react instantly. Our heart rate and breathing speed 
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up, our digestion stops and the brain sends blood to our muscles in 
case we need to make a quick get-away. Our bodies are primed for ac-
tion—to respond to the danger either by fi ghting or fl eeing from it.

The amygdala response is hard-wired into the brain and, over the 
vast amount of  time that humans have been on earth, it’s served us well. 
Evolutionarily, this impulse has protected us in times of  danger, when 
our earliest ancestors were menaced by ravenous predators and fi ght-
ing for survival. Sometimes today, there is a specifi c danger we need 
to react to, such as an impending car accident or a potential mugging, 
but more often than not, the amygdala now responds to emotional 
stresses, such as the one I just described with my co-worker.

An emotional hijack feels so overwhelming and uncontrollable be-
cause it is set off  by our amygdala, which resides in the oldest, most 
primitive part of  our brain. Our logical, thinking brain is out of  the 
loop. Because the amygdala is designed to respond within nanosec-
onds, it bases an emotional reaction on generalizations and broad-
based assumptions. This means we get emotionally fl ooded even when 
there is no real danger. You may have had this same experience from 
something relatively simple like giving a public speech. There isn’t any 
real danger but the emotional hijack feels just as powerful as when our 
ancestors were staring down the wolves.

Emotional hijacks can affect how we act and feel in both per-
sonal and professional environments, and they can seriously affect a 
person’s ability to succeed. For example, a study of  store managers 
at a large American retail chain found that those managers who were 
the least able to handle their emotions were tense, beleaguered and 
overwhelmed by pressures. Further, these managers ran stores with 
the worst performance in the chain, as measured by net profi ts, sales worst performance in the chain, as measured by net profi ts, sales worst
per square foot, sales per employee and sales for every dollar of  in-
ventory investment. Managers who stayed the most composed under 
the same pressures of  running their stores were the managers who 
handled their emotional hijacks the best, and they had the best sales best sales best
records in the chain.
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While the common term is “fi ght or fl ight,” people’s individual 
responses to emotional hijacks are actually a bit more complicated. 
Based on our own personalities and life histories, an emotional hijack 
may cause us to want to fi ght, in which case the emotional response is fi ght, in which case the emotional response is fi ght
experienced as anger, or to fl ee, a desire to run away or withdraw. It 
may also lead us to freeze, becoming immobilized and seemingly unable 
to make any response; to feel faint, in which case we experience confu-faint, in which case we experience confu-faint
sion or numbness; or to fret, responding to the danger by obsessively fret, responding to the danger by obsessively fret
ruminating and worrying about it.

Reactions to Hijacks:

• Fight

• Flee

• Freeze

• Faint

• Fret

Weeding Out Emotional Hijacks

The goal is to learn to prevent emotional hijacks by retraining the 
brain’s response to danger. You will probably not be able to elimi-
nate emotional hijacks entirely, but you can retrain your brain (your 
amygdala) to respond differently when it perceives something that 
it interprets as dangerous. If  you think back to the earlier discussion 
of  the way the brain works, you’ll recall that a default pathway is a 
habit that the brain gets into and a pattern of  behavior that it falls 
back upon. When the amygdala is triggered and you experience an 
emotional hijack, the brain automatically moves to its defensive de-
fault pathway. The pathways can be set up by your childhood experi-
ences, your family, your life experiences or messages that we receive 
from society, the media, religious institutions or other cultural enti-
ties. All of  these things contribute to the formation of  brain patterns. 
As you retrain your brain to develop new pathways, your emotional 
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hijacks will become less frequent, less intense and last for less time. 
The approaches to managing emotional hijacks are each designed to 
help you retrain your brain.

Managing Emotional Hijacks

• Practice self-observation

• Recognize the fi rst signs of  a hijack

• Delay your reaction and examine your experience

• Change your automatic thoughts

• Separate feelings from reality

• Do or say something different

Practice self-observation. By paying attention to your own moods and 
reactions, you can identify when you’ve been emotionally hijacked and  
start to intervene with the thinking part of  your brain. First, work on 
identifying what your triggers are, so that when a similar trigger hap-
pens in the future you will be able to understand what’s really happen-
ing. Self-observation also includes refl ecting back after a hijack and 
identifying what triggered it. It’s also useful to keep track of  how you 
respond when you’re emotionally fl ooded. Do you start yelling? Do 
you withdraw quickly from confl ict? All of  this information will be 
helpful as you work to stop yourself  from experiencing uncontrolled 
emotional hijacks.

Recognize the fi rst signs of a hijack. Once you start to learn what your 
triggers are, you can begin to recognize when your thoughts are false 
and distorted. You can prepare yourself  for the possible onset of  a 
hijack. Remember, hijacks are automatic. While you can’t necessarily 
prevent one, you can contain it. By intervening early, you can stop 
yourself  from being swept away by emotional fl ooding. Check in with 
yourself  and ask, “What are my bodily sensations that tell me a hijack 
is on the way?” You may feel nauseated, your heart may pound or you 
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may feel fl ushed with heat or cold. Your throat may get tight, you 
may want to cry or you may lash out in anger. When you have these 
feelings in the future, you will know you are on the verge of  being hi-
jacked. Just recognizing that a hijack is upon you is enough to engage 
the thinking part of  your brain. Once this happens, the emotional 
fl ooding can subside.

My friend, Nichole, used to get into a lot of  fi ghts with her boy-
friend, Paul. Eventually, they realized that many of  the arguments 
were precipitated by Nichole’s fear of  being abandoned and Paul’s 
fear of  being manipulated. When they fought, Paul and Nichole were 
“pushing each other’s buttons,” then getting emotionally hijacked and 
lashing out at the other person. Of  course, once they were hijacked, 
they were too mad to really resolve anything, and their fi ghts went 
round and round pointlessly. Now, when one person seems to be ex-
periencing an emotional hijack, the other makes a buzzing noise, like 
a ringer being pushed: bzzzz!  This is their shorthand for “Hey, I seem bzzzz!  This is their shorthand for “Hey, I seem bzzzz!
to have pushed a button; you’re getting hijacked!” Having fi gured out 
what caused their emotional hijacks, Paul and Nichole are able to step 
back and settle their disagreements without so much drama.

Delay your reaction and examine your experience. Our brains automati-
cally respond to emotional hijacks, and we are programmed to re-
vert to the knee-jerk reactions I talked about earlier—to fi ght, freeze, 
faint, fret or fl ee. Instead of  doing one of  these the next time you’re 
emotionally hijacked, see if  you can sit with the body’s response and 
the brain’s thoughts. Examine the feeling you’re having while knowing 
that you don’t have to do anything about it. One particularly helpful 
strategy is to engage in the practice of  “mindfulness.” This is simply 
the practice of  being aware of  every moment and fully experiencing 
it. It means not judging or thinking, just observing what is happening. 
With this kind of  detachment, you are likely to fi nd that the normal 
slights and irritations of  everyday life are really not that important, 
and you can learn to avoid an emotional reaction to them. Emotions, 
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left alone, will dissipate on their own; if  you continue to feed them 
through obsession or rumination, however, the emotions will gain 
strength.

One of  my clients, Leo, used to get emotionally hijacked at work 
when his boss didn’t praise his work on projects or acknowledge his 
contribution to the team efforts. Leo would often become upset and 
interpret her silence to mean that he hadn’t been performing well 
enough to earn any praise or recognition. Afterwards, he sought out 
his boss in order to get reassurance about his performance from her, 
but Leo eventually recognized that she was growing impatient with 
this constant need for what she called “hand holding.” Leo’s boss was 
tired of  telling him that she was satisfi ed with his work and thought 
he was a good team member (except for his constant need for reas-
surance). So, Leo decided to work on his reaction to the feelings of  
not getting enough praise. He would still get hijacked at times when 
he felt that his boss was not praising him enough. Despite this, he 
learned not to react to these feelings but instead to just sit with them. 
Leo acknowledged his inner experience, in which he felt devalued and 
inadequate, but recognized that the feeling did not refl ect reality. In 
fact, he reminded himself  that his boss had reassured him about his 
value countless times. Leo adopted a new operating principle that 
said, “My boss will tell me if  there is a problem. If  she doesn’t say 
anything, it means everything is fi ne.” With this internal message, his 
negative emotional reactions became weaker.

Change your automatic thoughts. This concept goes back to the idea of  
rewiring the brain to adopt healthy patterns in place of  patterns that 
aren’t working for you. Remember that you can consciously restructure 
the way your brain patterns work by changing your interpretations of  
events. Because people who are emotionally fl ooded are experiencing 
negative emotions such as fear or anger, their thoughts are also nega-
tive. Notice the automatic thoughts that occur when you are emotion-
ally triggered; these are likely to be thoughts based on your limiting 
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beliefs, past events or schemas. If  you can intervene by changing how 
you are thinking about what’s happening, you can begin to contain the 
fl ooding and quiet down the emotional hijack. The key is to come up 
with a new interpretation of  the event that does not lead to negative 
emotions but instead puts you on an upward spiral. 

Once, colleagues and I were eating lunch in the company cafeteria, 
and we made a spontaneous plan to get together and go dancing that 
Saturday night. Later that afternoon, I got a call from another friend, 
Janice. She had been in the cafeteria also, and overheard us making 
plans. She called because she was upset that she had been excluded 
from the outing since we hadn’t invited her. She wanted to know if  
people had a problem with her or didn’t like being around her. In fact, 
we hadn’t thought about it, but might have assumed that she would 
be spending the evening with her husband. The group was perfectly 
happy to invite Janice to come out with us. Her automatic assump-
tion, though, had been that we intentionally excluded her because she 
wasn’t popular. Because of  this assumption, she got quite upset and 
felt badly about herself. Thank goodness she called me to check out 
her feelings, or she might have retained those negative and inaccurate 
feelings which wouldn’t have been good for her or our friendship. An-
other strategy for Janice might have been to reason with herself  about 
how likely her automatic thoughts and fears were, or she could have 
thought of  other possible explanations that weren’t predicated on her 
insecurities.

Separate feeling from reality. An emotional hijack occurs with very basic 
feelings of  anger, fear and sadness. The emotions that occur during an 
emotional hijack are very broad. They aren’t subtle or nuanced in the 
way that happens when we can engage our logic or reason. This broad, 
negative feeling is not reality. You may be feeling like you’re being 
abandoned, rejected or attacked, but that is only a constructed reality 
based on inaccurate feelings, memories and information. If  you say to 
yourself, “This is just a feeling. It is not reality,” it can help diffuse the 
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power of  the emotional hijack. Separating feelings from reality means 
recognizing that you don’t have to make any actions or draw any con-
clusions from the feeling you’re having. You don’t have to use it as the 
basis of  forming connections about the present experience.

My friend, Kate, loves to eat dry cereal late at night because it’s 
crunchy and satisfying, and it gives her a nice serotonin boost that 
helps her sleep. She is very conscious of  her weight, however, and her 
family always bugged her about being heavy when she was growing 
up. One day, Kate wanted some cereal after dinner and couldn’t fi nd 
any when she went into the pantry. She complained about this to her 
roommate, who said, “Yeah, you’ve really been eating a lot of  it this 
week.” Kate became really defensive and angry, and snapped at her 
roommate. In fact, the roommate’s comment had been entirely neutral. 
Kate just responded to it with all the emotional negativity from her 
childhood, when her parents criticized her eating habits. By the next 
morning, Kate was able to see that her roommate’s comments were 
just a statement of  fact, not a personal indictment. She apologized for 
fl ying off  the handle and resolved to think about where her emotional 
hijack might be coming from the next time she experienced one.

Do or say something different. Break the pattern of  the negative emo-
tion by reacting in a new way. This will help your brain to develop new 
pathways and weaken the pathway that triggers an emotional hijack. If  
you usually withdraw when you’re emotionally hijacked, do something 
connective. Instead of  walking away from someone you’re fi ghting 
with, reach out a hand to them. If  you usually shout and scream when 
you’re mad, be quiet for once and see how that feels. Trying a new re-
sponse will help your brain to learn creative and innovative responses 
to your traditional emotional triggers.

When my husband and I experience tension, my fall-back behav-
ior is to fl ee to the bedroom. When I do this, I want him to come in 
and reach out to me, which is a reaction based on old schemas (aban-
donment and emotional deprivation) and old, habitual automatic 
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behaviors. Instead of  doing this (even though I still want to), I make 
myself  leave the bedroom, go fi nd him and give him a hug. Changing 
my behavior helps my brain let go of  ingrained ways of  responding 
and allows me to get past my emotional hijack more quickly.

When you get to the end of your rope—

tie a knot on it and hang on.       —Eleanor Roosevelt

WEEDING IS A DAILY PROCESS

As anyone who has ever worked a garden knows, weeds are tenacious. 
They come back, and they are stubborn. As you pull out the weeds in 
your emotional garden, you may notice the same thing: your negative 
patterns are likely to be tenacious and stubborn, just like weeds. In 
fact, the old patterns tend to resurface as you make progress, especial-
ly in moments of  stress, anxiety or vulnerability. For this reason, you 
will need to keep practicing the strategies to release negative patterns 
and continue to think about these issues on a regular basis.

It’s helpful to keep in mind that change is a process. In working 
with any negative pattern, it’s not possible to simply change it like you 
would turn off  a light bulb. Personal change can’t be controlled like 
an on-off  switch; it truly is a process. Being aware of  three key watch-
words—frequency, intensity and duration—can help you stay focused 
on the process of  change and not give up on it. Look for changes 
in frequency (how often the negative pattern comes up), intensity (how 
strong the pattern is), and duration (how long the feeling associated 
with the negative feeling lasts). Over time, all three should diminish: 
the negative pattern will come up less often, it will feel less intense 
and it will last for a shorter period of  time. Checking out the three 
watchwords is a really helpful way of  assessing how powerful your 
negative patterns are, and will help you observe and appreciate your 
progress as they weaken.

As I said earlier, some people will decide that they need help 
in doing this work. If  that’s the case for you, you will want to get 
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professional assistance. Therapy can be immensely helpful in working 
on releasing negative patterns. The exercises and discussions in this 
chapter can help you decide if  you want to do this on your own or 
if  you would rather work with a professional by going into therapy. 
There’s no right or wrong way to go about it. You have to decide what 
will work best for you.

Nobody can make you feel inferior without your consent.

 —Eleanor Roosevelt

THE SOIL IS READY FOR PLANTING

Now that you’ve prepared the soil by clearing the rocks and pulling 
the weeds of  your negative patterns, it’s time to plant the seeds of  
optimism. To have a beautiful garden requires actively planting fl ow-
ers. In the same way, cultivating optimism means integrating the fi ve 
Practices of  POWER Optimism into your day-to-day life.

The Seeds of Power Optimism

Proactive—What can I do?

Open-minded—What are innovative responses?Open-minded—What are innovative responses?Open-minded

Well-informed—What do I need to know?Well-informed—What do I need to know?Well-informed

Evolving—What can I learn?

Resilient—What is a motivating interpretation?Resilient—What is a motivating interpretation?Resilient

In the next section, we’ll explore how to use these practices to 
create conditions for success and promote a sense of  well-being. Each 
practice is paired with a question that helps you focus on the meaning 
behind the practice. Asking yourself  these questions on a regular basis 
is a great way to put yourself  on an upward spiral. In addition, you will 
learn three strategies for each practice. Using these strategies ensures 
that you are creating growth spurts—not growth slumps—in your 
life. At the end of  each strategy, you will fi nd a chart that summarizes 
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the ideas and illustrates the difference between actions that lead to an 
upward spiral and those that result in a downward spiral.

As you start planting the seeds of  POWER Optimism in your 
life, you will probably notice a desire to move forward as well as a fear 
of  doing so. Both of  these feelings can exist at the same time. It is 
important to begin to recognize for yourself  when the fear you feel is 
legitimate or when it is the result of  normal anxiety and excitement 
about change. One way to differentiate the two is to check in with 
yourself  to see if  the change is producing an upward or a downward 
spiral. Let me give you an example.

Before I started in private practice, I was working in a job that I 
had come to dislike because of  one particular area of  responsibility 
that I dreaded. I negotiated with my boss to start working part-time 
by giving up that part of  the job I found so awful. One coworker, 
Carl, took it as a personal affront that I had shifted my workload and 
was upset that I had been granted this arrangement. When my boss 
was promoted, Carl stepped in as Interim Director and my new super-
visor. The fi rst thing he did was tell me that I had to resume the task 
I disliked so much, and if  I didn’t, I would be fi red.

I had considered entering private practice before, but Carl’s direc-
tive made it clear to me that now was the time. Yet, at the prospect 
of  leaving my job and the security it offered, I became afraid. What 
if  I failed? What if  I couldn’t pay my mortgage? How was I going 
to get clients? When I examined my feelings about starting my own 
practice, it was clear to me that the idea of  staying in my job put me 
on a downward spiral. My body was telling me I couldn’t stay, as I sat, 
nauseated, at the train station every day after work. My mind was tell-
ing me I couldn’t stay, as I struggled with anxiety and insomnia every 
night. Even though I was afraid, the thought of  going out on my own 
fi lled me with excitement and a sense of  adventure at the prospect. I 
knew it was the right thing to do. Both my fear and my excitement 
existed at the same time, but it was clear which choice would put me 
on an upward spiral.
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As you learn the fi fteen strategies of  the POWER Optimism sys-
tem, you will have the tools you need to make healthy, positive choices 
for you. Remember, only you can decide what is right for you. The 
right choice for you is the one that places you on an upward spiral and 
moves you forward.

When you bombard yourself with inward success, 

you don’t have time to be negative.       

  —Frank Meyer




