
9 Self-Sabotaging Mistakes that People Make 
 
(Reference: Duke Robinson, Too Nice for Your Own Good: How to Stop Making 9 Self-
Sabotaging Mistakes, © 1997 by Duke Robinson, Published by Warner Books, NY) 
 

1. Trying to Be Perfect  
a. Quote: “Nobody’s perfect. We all know this. But as nice people, we feel the 

constant pressure to do things exactly the way they should be done every single 
time.” [because of the fear of criticism, the fear of being rejected, the need for 
acceptance, etc.] (pg. 2) 

b. Quote: “[we] presume: If only I can please the people I admire, they will accept 
me. And I will be happy.” (pg. 6) 

c. Quote: “It is not up to others to run our lives. It is our privilege and our burden. 
While it is appropriate for society to set standards and for others to express their 
opinions, it is not fitting for us to let them define our lives or dictate everything 
we do. When we let others control us by the threat of disapproval and 
rejections, we give up far too much of ourselves and make it impossible for us to 
engage in authentic relationships.” (pg. 7) 

d. Quote: “It is not a mistake to use either your own or society’s standards for 
achievement and strive for excellence. Trying to be perfect is a mistake only 
when: 

i. You are consumed with keeping your social image untainted. 
ii. You are not prepared or suited to meet what others expect of you. 

iii. It dictates how you approach every little thing you do. 
iv. It pushes you to set unrealistic standards for yourself. 
v. Tasks cost more in time, energy, money, or worry than they’re worth. 

vi. You give up your own growth to please those who don’t care about you. 
vii. Failure and disapproval rob you of well-deserved satisfaction for your 

effort. 
viii. You waste precious time trying to be perfect, rather than spending your 

time on real priorities. 
ix. It causes you to compromise your values and ideals. 
x. You have to take alcohol or other drugs to cover how you feel about your 

imperfections. 
xi. You never please yourself or those who are important to you. 
xii. Your relentless striving damages your emotional or physical health. 

xiii. You end up resenting what you are doing. (pg. 7-8) 
e. Quote: “It’s important to know, too, that it is your responsibility to stop 

submitting to your perfectionism. Society and certain people may have imposed 
their standards on you, but if they continue to control how you behave, it is you 
who allows it. Moreover, others are not going to save you from your 
perfectionism. Only you can do that.” (pg. 8) 

f. Quote: “If you try to please everyone you enslave yourself… If you try to serve 
everyone, including yourself, you actually liberate yourself.” (pg. 13-14) 



g. Quote: “Love is the dominant, primal energy of life… Because it is the defining 
principle of our humanity, we become whole to the degree that we are able and 
willing to receive and give love. Thus we must love in order to live and live in 
order to love. Someone put it this way: Love is the transcendent value that 
makes all other worthwhile values possible. Indeed, it is love that enables us to 
rise above our insecurities and be both comfortable with ourselves and at home 
in the universe. [new paragraph] At its primary, most elemental level, love is 
acceptance. Those who love you take you just as you are. Then they expect you 
to view yourself as already accepted by them, in spite of your limitations, your 
failures, and all that you find unacceptable in yourself. They know you are not 
perfect and need to grow beyond who you are at the moment, but the fact that 
you are imperfect does not deter them from accepting you. Love offers you 
unconditional acceptance.” (pg. 14) 

h. Quote: “The perfection of love makes it rise above everything else of worth in 
this world. And apropos of our concern here: The perfection of love’s acceptance 
can liberate us from the struggle of trying to be perfect all the time.” (pg. 15) 

i. Examples of conditional acceptance:  (pg. 16) 
i. I’ll accept you as long as you meet my standards. 

ii. I’ll put up with you until I have reason not to like you. 
iii. On the condition you continue to please me, I’ll continue to accept you. 

j. Quote: “Love asks us to stop trying to please everyone all the time in order to 
win acceptance, and simply accept the fact we’re already accepted. In other 
words, it encourages us to accept our acceptance, which is, ultimately, to accept 
ourselves. As perfectionists, no matter how nicely we behave, we’re anxious 
about whether we’re acceptable to the universe.” (pg. 17) 

k. Quote: “Assume that you’ve chosen to accept your acceptance, but you still find 
that living in this world with your flaws and failures is difficult (in other words, 
like most of us, you have not fully accepted yourself). To experience the freedom 
and joy I’m talking about, it’s important to come to terms with the fact that you 
still have shortcomings and acknowledge them openly. It’s neither necessary nor 
helpful to be ashamed of being human and to live every day trying desperately 
to cover your imperfections.” (pg. 24) 

l. Quote: “Stop taking yourself too seriously and judging yourself too harshly… You 
are much easier on [others] than you are on yourself.” (pg. 26) 

m. Quote: “Agree with people who rightly criticize you… When you’re criticized, and 
you deserve it, it’s liberating to state your agreement as a matter of fact and not 
defend yourself… [Remember] you don’t need to be perfect anymore. You now 
can deflect the power of criticism and benefit from it, something you’ve been 
unable to do before.” (pg. 26-27) 

n. Quote: “Avoid people who always expect you to please them.” [i.e. caustic, 
abusive people who drain you emotionally – avoid them or confront them about 
their bad behavior; stick up for yourself] (pg. 27) 

o. Quote: “Whenever you fail, apologize and, when fitting, offer restitution.” (pg. 
28) 



2. Taking on Too Much 
a. Quote: “…while we generally are healthier when we’re doing what we enjoy, our 

bodies are not impressed by overwork no matter how good our intentions or 
noble our commitments… [new paragraph] Whether we’re aware of it or not, 
when we take on too much for an extended period of time we damage 
ourselves.” (pg. 32) 

b. Quote: “[U]sually, without our being conscious of it, our niceness traps us: If we 
say no to someone’s request for our time, we feel selfish and guilty; if we try to 
do everything asked of us, a relentless tiredness saps our vitality, our 
effectiveness, and our enjoyment of life. [new paragraph] When we take on too 
much we also become angry deep down… Sadly, we not only direct this anger at 
those who ask things of us – which is unfair – but also at ourselves for saying yes. 
And the anger we turn inward inevitably leads to depression. [new paragraph] 
The popular term for this post-modern, debilitating condition is burnout. (pg. 32-
33) 

c.  Quote: “As living organisms in a complex, fast-lane society, we expend energy 
every day in activities that add pleasure and excitement to our lives. But they 
also drain our energy and submit us to constant tension. To relieve this stress 
and replenish our vitality, we eat, sleep, exercise, relax, take breaks, change our 
pace, engage in various forms or recreation, and, perhaps, use alcohol, nicotine, 
caffeine, or other drugs. But whenever we overdose on activities that deplete us 
without restoring what we’ve spent, we feel empty and dry, and our unrelieved 
stress turns into distress. And in the same way as when we try to be perfect, we 
end up neither living well nor enjoying ourselves.” (pg. 33) 

d. Quote: “As a nice person, you’ve always known that to take on too much is self-
defeating. But you’ve also believed it’s what you’re supposed to do. And even if 
you’ve wanted to stop, you haven’t known how, or you’ve unconsciously 
assumed you can’t. Accordingly, you remain in danger of burnout for the rest of 
your life.” (pg. 33) 

e. Quote: “Whenever we try to be perfect, behind any noble purposes we have lies 
our desperate need to be accepted. It is this same unexpressed need that most 
often drives us to take on too much.” [as well as our fears, low self-concept (i.e. 
believing lies about ourselves, focusing on the negative in ourselves, unfairly 
comparing ourselves to others, etc.), etc.] (pg. 34) 

f. Quote: “The point is that to see yourself this way [as loved and valuable] can free 
you to be imperfect and to avoid taking on too much. Indeed, you will not have 
to say yes automatically in order to be special, because you’ll know you already 
are.” (pg. 41) 

g. Quote: “If you trust yourself to the universe by accepting your acceptance and 
build on the idea that you have worth just because you are human, you have a 
running start at establishing a strong sense of self. In turn, you can nurture this 
sense by living as if you have worth and by making your life more effective. You 
can do the latter by setting worthwhile goals, by making specific plans to reach 
them, and by designing a thoughtful balance for your life.” (pg. 43) 



3. Not Saying What You Want 
a. Quote: “Every day we have normal, appropriate needs and wants that other 

people are suited to meet. But in the moment when our desires are the 
strongest and the opportunity is the greatest, we simply don’t express them. I’m 
talking about when we know what we want, when our desires are legitimate, 
and when we have immediate access to those who are able to fulfill them. Even 
if we’re normally articulate, and we intuitively know we’ll miss out on something 
important if we don’t speak up, in certain social contexts our ability to express 
ourselves consistently stalls and shuts down. Unfortunately, we’re usually not 
aware at the moment that something is blocking us, and that by our silence we 
are not functioning effectively. But even when we are, we usually don’t realize 
what has gone wrong until the moment has passed.” (pg. 63-64) 

b. Quote: “Five types of social transactions give rise to this silence… All of them are 
under the control of forces that frighten and diminish us. 

i. The transaction that will cost others something. 
ii. The transaction where we’re afraid that what we want will cause conflict. 

iii. The transaction where people make a mistake that costs us, or they try to 
take advantage of us. 

iv. The transaction where an insensitive authority figure or bully walks all 
over us. 

v. The transaction where we need or want something intimate.  
Because we don’t feel we can ask for what we want, in any of these transactions 
we may unconsciously resort to tactics that are indirect. We may try to 
manipulate those who are involved, attempting to make them feel guilty, hoping 
to get what we want without having to ask directly for it. Or we may drop hints, 
expecting those close to us to read our minds and do what we want, even 
though we never tell them what it is. And if they don’t figure it out on their own, 
we even become angry at them. Whatever our ploy, we become indirect 
because we don’t feel free to say directly what we want.” (pg. 64-66) 

c. Quote: “Why don’t we say what we want? 
i. We believe it is socially inappropriate. 

ii. We don’t want to appear weak. 
iii. We are uneasy about the legitimacy of our wants. 
iv. We’re afraid of rejection. (pg. 69-70) 

d. Quote: “Why our silence is a mistake. 
i. It renders us unknown (our silence makes our relationships superficial). 

ii. We don’t keep faith with our own best interests (we betray our integrity 
and our ability to live fully). 

iii. We ask for treatment we don’t deserve (our silence allows and even 
encourages others to abuse us in various forms). 

iv. We waste energy and make ourselves sick (because of regret, anger, 
etc.). 

v. We miss out on much that we deserve. (pg. 71-72) 



e. Quote: The difference between self-love and selfishness: “Our parents taught us 
to be selfless and not to be selfish, to put others first all the time. So whenever 
we are about to do something for ourselves, even when we’ve been knocking 
ourselves out for others, we hear our inner voices tell us we’re not being nice. 
We wrongly assumed that self-love and selfishness are one and the same. 
They’re not. Look at what makes them different. [new paragraph] to be selfish is 
to be so preoccupied with ourselves that we are unable to consider the rights 
and needs of others. It is to so misunderstand our spiritual connection to others 
that we fail to see that healthy relationships are based on giving as well as 
getting… [new paragraph] In contrast, self-love is wise and a builder of self-
worth. Self-love means that we neither insist on always taking care of ourselves 
first nor always defer to others… [new paragraph] Self-love calls us to the 
delicate balance of loving others at the same time, in the same ways, and to the 
same extent that we love ourselves. This means that in any given moment, if we 
cannot serve both others and ourselves, we must choose whom to serve first. 
Sometimes it will be others because their needs outweigh ours, or because it’s 
the right time, the right place, or their turn to have our attention. Sometimes our 
needs will be larger than theirs, or it will be our turn, so we’ll put ourselves first 
and tell others what we want from them. [new paragraph] It’s important to note 
that the self-interest inherent in self-love is natural and unavoidable. Whether 
we are selfish or achieve real depth and balance to our self-love, we cannot act 
contrary to what we think is in our interest – even when we’re mistaken about 
what that is. And even when we sacrifice something for someone in an apparent 
transcendence of self-interest, it is not quite as grand as it appears. But it’s also 
important to see that such self-interest is not selfish or unhealthy, but actually 
can contribute to our wholeness. [new paragraph] If you are willing to tell others 
what you want, you do not need to be selfish. You can pursue your own interests 
in ways that reflect a love of others and yourself. And isn’t this exactly what you 
want from your relationships?” (pg. 74-76) 

f. Quote: The difference between aggression and assertiveness: (pg. 79) 
i. To be aggressive is to dominate people and take away their rightful 

power. To be assertive is to express your wants and leave their power 
intact. 

ii. To be aggressive is to affirm only your own needs and worth. To be 
assertive is to affirm the worth of both others and yourself. 

iii. To be aggressive is selfish. To be assertive expresses a healthy self-love. 
g. Quote: “We assert ourselves when we respectfully ask something of others 

that’s appropriate. Rather than aggressively imposing our needs on them and 
turning them off, our assertiveness makes them feel needed and they find 
satisfaction in responding. Something beautiful can happen when we tell others 
what we want from them. In doing so, we actually honor them and deepen the 
bond between us. Simply seeing that assertiveness is a natural expression of self-
love that enhances us and our relationships can help free us to tell others what 
we want.” (pg. 79) 



4. Suppressing Your Anger 
a. Quote: “When I talk about anger, I’m referring to the inner displeasure we all 

experience when we think others have threatened, exploited, or in some way 
abused us, plus our urge to retaliate. It’s the emotion that prepares us to strike 
back whenever we’re offended. In one sense, to live is to be angry, for from the 
moment we’re born, everyone else impinges on our interests.” (pg. 94) 

b. Quote: “If you’re a thoughtful and typically sensitive nice person, of course, you 
don’t like to be angry, especially with someone who is important to you. You 
look at it as immature and wrong and think you ought to be above it all. Thus 
you may get angry with yourself for getting angry, and feel less of a person for 
it.” (pg 95) 

c. Quote: “[I]t’s important to understand that merely becoming angry is not in itself 
a mistake.” (pg. 96) 

d. Quote: “While the intensity and immediacy of our anger generally scares us, it is 
important to see that being angry is not only normal and universal, it is also 
often beneficial.” (pg. 98) 

e. Quote: “[T]he mistake niceness dictates regarding our anger has to do with how 
we process it.” (pg. 99) 

f. Quote: “Indeed, as nice people we don’t willingly unleash our anger in nasty 
ways. We make the opposite mistake: We do everything we can to suppress it.” 
(pg. 100) 

g.  Quote: “Why suppressing anger is a mistake: (pg. 101) 
i. It makes us false people. 

ii. It smolders into a self-defeating hate. 
iii. It doesn’t transform or free us from our destructive urge to retaliate. 

h. Quote: “When people anger you in normal, day-to-day social interactions, they 
need to know it. Face-to-face interchange with them about it will not only free 
you from emotional suffocation and allow you to be real; it will make authentic 
relationship with them possible. But there are four things to do before you bring 
your anger to their attention. If you make these moves, they will help you to be 
true to your feelings, to avoid being mean, and to keep your important 
relationships intact. 

i. Acknowledge and accept your anger when it arises. 
ii. Borrow time to gather your composure [ponder the “whats” and “whys”]. 

iii. Create more distance, if necessary [to calm yourself down]. 
iv. Decide what to say [and not to say] and write it down. (pg. 103-107) 

i. Quote: “Expressing your anger.  
i. Step 1: Express it directly to those who violate you. 

ii. Step 2: Talk first about your fear. 
iii. Step 3: Describe the offense, how it made you feel, and why. 
iv. Tell those who make you angry what you want from them. (pg. 108-118) 

j. Quote: Other good points (pg. 123-126) 
i. Vent your anger in harmless ways. 

ii. Forgive those who violated you and are now gone from your life... 



5. Reasoning with Irrationality [i.e. Reasoning with People Who Are Acting Irrationally] 
a. Quote: “Life does not always accord with reason. Dimensions of our experiences 

are utterly illogical. Some of these dimensions are positive – think of romance, 
passion, adventure, wonder, and serendipitous, crazy things. They give color to 
our lives. But some irrationalities are disturbing, especially people’s negative, 
emotional reactions to us that have no basis in reality.” (pg. 129) 

b. Quote: “Whenever people think we’ve violated or threatened them, one internal 
voice tells them immediately to flee conflict at any cost. And that impulse is 
strong. But in some cases – those with which we’re concerned here – the equally 
immediate voice of anger, with its interest in retaliation, drowns out that voice 
and, rather than taking flight, they attack us.” (pg. 130) 

c. Quote: “Such attacks, whatever their form, leave us hurt, shaken, frightened, 
and exasperated. Of course, as nice people, we do not retaliate by unleashing 
our anger on our accusers. We may blow off to others in hope of gaining their 
support, but with those who accost us we control our responses and, with all 
good intentions, try to explain what really happened.” (pg. 130) 

d. Quote: “Making a rational defense in such situations is our mistake. But because 
it is the perfect extension of our niceness and seems like the right thing to do, 
it’s hard for us to see it as a mistake.” (pg. 131) 

e. Quote: “Reasons why reasoning is a mistake:  
i. Responding to irrationality with rationality doesn’t work. 

ii. Our attackers aren’t interested in hearing us defend ourselves. 
iii. Reasoning is a form of suppressing our anger. (pg. 131-132) 

f. Quote: “Five things we know about irrational attacks: 
i. People will attack you for a variety of reasons (e.g. they may have 

wrongly interpreted something you did, be suffering from an emotional 
crisis, be upset by the news you bring them, want to control you, etc.) 

ii. Identifying the causes of the attack can help you respond more 
creatively. 

iii. Although your accusers’ indictments strike you as absurd, they make 
sense to them. 

iv. Your accusers feel hurt and are out of control. 
v. You are engaged in a dynamic process in which sensitivity, timing, and 

flexibility are important. (pg. 133-136)  
g. Quote: “Initiating an alternative process (i.e. learning to respond in ways that 

transform what has happened so that the truth is not only honored, but your 
relationship is also repaired.)  

i. Call time out to gain equilibrium and composure. 
ii. Express empathy with your accusers’ predicaments and feelings. 

iii. Let them know you’re sorry they feel hurt and are upset. 
iv. Encourage the mutual exchange of feelings. 
v. If they become respectful, ask them to hear your side of the story. 

vi. If necessary, in the end, ask them to agree to disagree. 
vii. Let them know you’ll not tolerate being abused. (pg. 138-152) 



6. Telling Little Lies 
a. Quote: “We nice people don’t lie to exploit others or to satisfy our own selfish 

ends. Any of us under threatening circumstances will tell a lie to promote the 
common good or save someone we love… You probably will lie to people who 
are being pushy about something that’s none of their business. More than likely 
you will shade the truth to avoid conflict with those who are important to you. 
And certainly at times you will lie, you say, to spare the feelings of other nice 
people. [new paragraph] More specifically, you tell lies whenever you believe 
you cannot tell the truth and be nice at the same time. We call these 
predicaments dilemmas, that is, social situations that offer us two choices, each 
of which appears to be equally bad. In these kinds of dilemmas, both choices – 
nice but not honest and honest but not nice – seem intolerable. But when you are 
trapped and don’t know how to escape, as a nice person, you choose to lie. (pg. 
154) 

b. Quote: “[W]e tend to lie by saying nothing and by pretending everything’s all 
right.” (pg. 154) 

c. Quote: “[W]e lie by keeping a straight face and by telling people exactly what 
they long to hear.” (pg. 155) 

d. Quote: People usually choose one of three ways to treat the truth. 
i. Evade the truth (i.e. weasel out by changing the subject). 

ii. Tell the truth bluntly (i.e. describe exactly what you think). 
iii. Set the hard truth aside (i.e. a little white lie). (pg. 155-157) 

e. Quote: “[W]e lie to be nice. We may mouth the truism that honesty is the best 
policy, but when the chips are down, when we’re face-to-face with people who 
disappoint us or don’t want to hear the truth from us, we set it aside and tell 
little lies.” (pg. 158) 

f. Quote: “[W]e … know our lying is a mistake, no matter how good our intentions 
are. We know that truth is essential to trust and that intimacy and functional 
relationships demand honesty… Of course, we don’t lie in the first place because 
it’s satisfying or right or wonderful. We do it because it’s less painful than 
creating conflict or hurting people’s feelings, and because we simply don’t know 
what else to do. Sadly, it seldom occurs to us that there may be a better way.” 
(pg. 159) 

g. Quote: “Since the three traditional options for dealing with hard-to-tell truth do 
not resolve the conflict between honesty and niceness, we need a fourth option: 
Telling the whole truth with humility and sensitivity.” (pg. 160) 

h. Example of what to say: “Our working relationship and friendship mean a lot to 
me. It’s not easy for me to be critical of your work because I don’t want to hurt 
your feelings or get you upset with me. But to be fair, we need to talk about it.” 
(pg. 167-168) 

i. Example of what to say: “Before you go, do you have a minute? [response] I 
need to talk about something that’s, well… very sensitive, and I’m not always 
good at this. I confess I’m afraid of hurting your feelings and of what you’ll think 
of me.” (pg. 170) 



7. Giving Advice 
a. Quote: “It is in our spirit as nice people to be helpful. We give advice at the drop 

of a hat – whenever others ask for it, whenever we dislike what people are 
doing, or whenever we think they’re in trouble. With good intentions, we do it to 
straighten them out, to get them to do what we want them to do, and to help 
them solve their problems.” (pg. 177) 

b.  Quote: “Why Giving Advice Is a Mistake: (pg. 178-180) 
i. Giving Advice Is a Put-Down of Others (By telling people what to do, we 

imply they don’t have the brains or heart or muscle to solve their 
problems or straighten out their lives, and we do.) 

ii. Advice Fails to Give People the Real Assistance They Need (We may know 
exactly what others need to do to solve their problems, but they need us 
to let them decide what to do. This is because they need to develop their 
ability to take care of themselves.) 

iii. In Offering Advice We Can’t Be Honest (We give the single impression 
that we give advice to help others. But again, when we peel the layers off 
our motives, we often find we have more subtle, complex, and less noble 
interests… All of us, of course, have mixed and ulterior motives – none of 
us is pure or perfect. But when we give advice while implying that we do 
it only for their good, while also serving our own unannounced, self-
serving ends, we engage in a duplicity that undermines our best efforts to 
create relationships that have integrity.) 

iv. Advice-Giving Is a Form of Control (It’s not our role, responsibility, or 
privilege to manage other people’s lives. Control stifles their initiative and 
creativity, and erodes their self-worth.) 

c. Quote: “When people you care about face problems, or are confused or lost, at a 
most basic level they need expressions of your love rather than your advice.” 
(pg. 182) 

d. Quote: “Five things you can do to help people: (pg. 183-192) 
i. Step 1: Detach Yourself from Their Problems (The key to serving others 

will be your willingness and ability to back off from trying to resolve what 
besets them. This is not a matter of turning your back on your friends or 
refusing to listen to them. It is not asking you to create emotional 
distance from them as persons, to be partially present to them or not 
present at all when they need you the most. It simply asks you not to 
assume responsibility for their lives. [new paragraph] To detach is to 
affirm that the primary responsibility for meeting others’ needs belongs 
to them, not to you. It means that you see yourself and them as separate 
and equal selves, and realize that you can be helpful only when you 
honor this separateness by refusing to take on their problems. [New 
paragraph] If you’re an older person, someone perceived as wise, or one 
engaged in a position of authority professionally, people may come to 
you for advice on a regular basis and you may find the temptation to 
advise them almost irresistible. When this happens to me, I’ve found it 



helpful to say, “I can’t tell you how tempting it is for me to tell you what 
to do. I’d love to make everything right and have you think I’m wonderful. 
But I’m not going to do that. It’s going to be important for you to work 
this out and make your own informed decision.”) 

ii. Step 2: Offer Empathy (Here again, I’m talking about empathy, not 
sympathy. When people have problems you will be tempted as a nice 
person to sympathize with them, to stand above them, as it were, and 
think … Oh, you poor things. But patronizing pity does not serve them 
well. People need you, rather, to share a sense of their predicament and 
their feelings…. They need to know you care…. [I]f we listen attentively to 
them, affirm their worthwhile efforts, and empathize with them when 
they’re hurting, we make them feel valued, important, and even special.) 

iii. Step 3: Encourage Others to Think in Terms of a Wider Range of Possible 
Solutions (At times, people with problems bog down because they’re 
short-sighted and haven’t thought enough about their choices. If they’re 
stalled and frustrated, you might ask casually, “you’ve considered other 
options?” If they say yes, and list them, and they omit one that might be 
helpful, you can follow with, “What about such-and-such? Might that 
work?” … You don’t solve their problem, make their decisions, or control 
them; rather, you stand as a support alongside them as they make their 
way through a dilemma.”)  

iv. Step 4: Provide Needed information (When options do not need to be 
sorted out, you may want to take this step as soon as you’ve detached 
and offered empathy. It involves supplying names, addresses, phone 
numbers, costs, times, procedures, directions, opinions, new findings or 
insights, your own testimony or someone else’s, or any other relevant 
data. ) 

v. Step 5: Nudge Them Gently (Once they’ve had time to identify viable 
options, you can ask, “so, now, which option are you going to choose?” If 
they say they don’t know, you can encourage them to decide by asking, 
“When do you think you’ll choose one?” [new paragraph] By thoughtful, 
tender nudging you do not force them either to act or select the option 
you prefer. You merely imply that not to choose is a choice, and that at 
some point they must act or take the consequences of delay. This form of 
prompting respects their freedom. Your purpose is not to control them, 
but to spur them over the hump toward solving their own problems.) (pg. 
183-192) 

e. Quote: “At times you’ll find the shoe is on the other foot: You’ll be the one with 
problems that need attention. You also may find yourself wanting others to solve 
them for you. But you now know that to seek or take their advice is to put 
yourself under their control and risk undermining your relations with them. You 
see, too, that while others often can contribute to your life, they do not exist 
primarily to solve your problems, and, in respect for yourself and them, you need 
to be responsible for yourself.” (199-200) 



8. Rescuing Others 
a. Quote: “Because we genuinely care about those who suffer addictions, and 

because we’ve been trained to be nice, we earnestly try to help them. In spite of 
our good intentions and sincere efforts, however, their behavior usually 
becomes more enslaving and their lives less hopeful. This chapter contends that 
this happens, in part, because the approach we take as nice people is a mistake.” 
(pg. 206) 

b. Quote: “The mistake we make with self-destructive people is trying to rescue 
them. This rescuing takes us through three predictable stages. We begin by 
unconsciously denying there is a problem [because of fear, the hard work 
involved, etc.]…. When we cannot sustain our denial any longer, we enter a 
second stage in which we control, manipulate, and even threaten addicts, using 
guilt and fear as our favorite weapons…. When control no longer works, we 
enter a third stage: We become their cover. We join them in hiding the 
consequences of their behavior from anyone for whom it has significance. (e.g. If 
abuse of alcohol affects their work, we help them conceal it from the boss. If 
they compulsively gamble or run up bills beyond their means, we give them 
money on the side. If they get in trouble with the law, we quietly bail them out 
of jail.)” (pg. 207-208) 

c. Quote: “And in trying to save them in these ways, we both misdirect their 
energies and distract them from doing what they need to do for themselves.’ 
(pg. 208) 

d. Quote: “Why Rescuing Is a Mistake: (pg. 208-210) 
i. It Doesn’t Work (No matter how hard we try, we can’t change people or 

solve their addictions for them.) 
ii. It Prolongs Their Destructive Behavior (Some authorities refer to rescuing 

as enabling because it unwittingly enables addicts to continue their 
behavior. In a sense, we abuse those who are abusing themselves. Here’s 
a sad irony: With good intentions we try to get them to stop harming 
themselves, but instead we make matters worse. Thus, if they ever get 
their lives together, it won’t be because of our attempts to rescue them; 
it will be in spite of them.) 

iii. It Perpetuates Dependence on Us (Our actions rob them of the growth 
and pleasure they would experience if they were left – with our caring 
support – to solve their own problems. By taking away their power, we 
contribute to their loss of self-respect, self-confidence, and self-
satisfaction.) 

iv. It Involves Deception (Just as when we give advice, we must act as if our 
interest is solely in the welfare of those we’re trying to help.) 

v. It Harms Us (It allows addicts’ destructive behavior to draw us into its 
vortex, consuming us as well as them. Instead of changing them, our 
rescuing changes us and our own behavior – for the worse.)  

vi. It Is Another, More Subtle Form of Addiction (Think of it this way: We 
rescue to avoid the pain of seeing our loved ones destroy themselves; we 



repeat our efforts compulsively; we want to control the situation; we 
crave the gratitude and gratification we think we’ll receive if we save 
them; and we do all this without a scrap of evidence that we’re being 
helpful and often knowing we’re making matters worse. Yes, our 
addicted loved ones are captive to self-destructive, habitual behaviors. 
But here’s the poignant point: So are we who engage in rescuing them.) 

e. Quote: “It’s important to be reminded that not everything that feels caring and 
sincere is actually helpful.” (pg. 210) 

f. Quote: “How to Stop Rescuing Others: (pg. 211-216) 
i. Step 1: Work on Your Own Clean Sense of Who You Are (We try to rescue 

those important to us because our self-identity has overlapped and 
intertwined with theirs. In a sense, we save them to save ourselves. Thus, 
when we fail to rescue them, we feel like a failure along with them. In 
other words, the destructive addictions of people we care about control 
us as well as them. [new paragraph] You can avoid this control by seeing 
yourself as a separate, worthwhile being. That we are social in nature 
does not mean that you are not your own unique self…. You owe it to 
yourself … not to let others define or consume you. ) 

ii. Step 2: Tell Those You’ve Been Rescuing What You Are Doing (Whether or 
not you think your addicted loved ones might interpret your non-rescuing 
as rejection or pressure, it will help to tell them what is going on. For 
example:  

1. In the past, I’ve tried to rescue you from [drinking, reckless 
spending, workaholism, whatever]. Along with being concerned 
about you, I wanted you to like me. I was sincere but unaware of 
what effect my efforts were having. I still want you to stop you 
[whatever], but I won’t be trying to save you anymore. 

2. I used to deny, cover up, and try to control your behavior. I now 
see how mistaken that was and I’m not going to do it anymore. I 
love you and want you to stop [whatever], but you’ll now have to 
do that for yourself. 

3. I’m afraid you’ll think I don’t care about you, but I’m no longer 
going to try to save you from harming yourself. I did you a 
disservice. I’m sorry. I hope you’ll forgive me. But from now on 
you’ll have to take care of yourself. And because I love you, I hope 
you’re able to do that. 

iii. Step 3: Find Support for Your Commitment (At any time you may doubt 
the validity of your feelings and thoughts and be tempted to fall back into 
taking responsibility for those who are self-destructive. It may be, 
therefore, valuable to connect with a group of kindred spirits who will 
forgive your lapses, give you honest feedback, and encourage your 
commitment to non-rescuing ways.)  

 
 



9. Protecting Those in Grief 
a. Quote: “Grief is the painful adjustment we all must make when something goes 

wrong or threatens us…. Since things, both large and small, go wrong in our lives 
every day, pain pervades the human condition and life, in a very real sense, is 
grief.” (pg. 234) 

b. Quote: “The process of grieving … almost always takes us through a series of 
identifiable emotional and mental stages, or defensive responses:  (pg. 236) 

i. Denial (“Oh, no, it can’t be!”) 
ii. Anger (“This is unfair!”) 

iii. Bargaining (“O God, if you get her through this, I will…”) 
iv. Depression (“Life is not worth living. I can’t go on.”) 
v. Acceptance (“I suppose I can – and I might as well – go on.”)  

c. Quote: “Once we understand grief as a natural and normal process – and a 
valuable source of growth – we can be patient with others as they try to recover 
from their losses.” (pg. 237) 

d. Quote: “When people who are important to us suffer the death of a loved one, 
we want to shield them from their profound pain. The avoidance of pain 
concerns us; and we like to think of ourselves as considerate if not 
compassionate. We assume that to protect people in pain is the loving thing to 
do…. [new paragraph] I call this protecting a mistake because, just like giving 
advice and rescuing others, it fails to offer the bereaved what they need and 
slows their recovery.” (pg. 237-238) 

e. Things not to do: (pg. 243) 
i. Pose as strong and invincible. 

ii. Avoid mentioning the death. 
iii. Chatter about things that don’t matter. 
iv. Use euphemisms. 
v. Try to cheer them up. 

vi. Give them advice. 
vii. Engage in sentimental platitudes. 

viii. Offer help you can’t or won’t deliver. 
ix. Rush them through their grieving. 

f. Quote: “Our task is to support them through this painful grief process.” (pg. 244) 
g. Quote: “If you want depth in relationships with the people you care about, you 

must learn to be fully present to them on an ongoing basis. As we saw earlier, it 
is not mainly a matter of tactics, techniques, and accomplishment, but the 
essence of relating authentically, the most human way to be with others. I 
suggest now that it’s exactly what is called for in times of crisis and painful grief.” 
(pg. 244) 

h. Quote: “[F]ull presence is what people mean when they talk about being there 
for others who need emotional support.” (pg. 244)  

i. Quote: “When [others] hurt, they draw comfort from the closeness of others 
who can identify with their sorrow and pain.” (pg. 245) 


