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To Hannah Elizabeth Leman
 Born June 20, 1987 

Hannah Elizabeth 

A child’s warm and tender skin 
Soft and smooth, without a flaw.



The small body hasn’t experienced life yet—
 Just being born into it—
 But this is God’s law.



The innocence of a child, 
something we should all have—
 something we should strive to be.



An innocent child, fresh in God’s sight,
 As she ventures out to experience life.



Holly Leman, age 14 
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Introduction 

Do you know this woman?

Her motto in life is peace at any price. This is a woman who bites off far more than she can chew. She’s responsible for other people’s failures and negligence. She should have been a bail bondswoman because she’s great at bailing people out of their messes.

You’d like her because she’s a very nice person. Everyone else likes her too. But she wants the oceans of life smooth around her. She avoids conflict. She laughs at a joke she doesn’t understand. She appears unaffected when she is offended. She’s responsible for everything. If it rains at the family reunion, it’s her fault because she picked the location.

She’s most likely the firstborn daughter or the middle daughter. People know her soft spots. They know how to push her buttons. Many days she runs on a tankful of guilt that she can live on for a week at a time. Driven by the guilt she carries through life, she doesn’t know how to say no.

Again, I ask you, do you know this person? She’s the Pleaser. And in the pages that follow, Smart Women Know When to Say No will teach this woman how to develop “know” power. What does that mean? Well, there’s something wonderful about having a pleasing personality, and there’s certainly nothing wrong with pleasing other people. Let’s face it—the world would be a lot nicer place to live in if we had more people who were bent on pleasing others. But at what expense to the Pleaser and the ones she tries to satisfy?

Maybe you know this woman. Or, maybe you are this woman. Smart Women Know When to Say Know is a book written specifically for you, and for those who want to help you. Just as important, this book will help you become what I call a Positive Pleaser.

Then you can kiss the old days good-bye . . . the days when you used to say yes but you really meant no.



PART 1
 Portrait of the Pleaser 

What is she like, this woman who wants to please? Is she motivated by fear or does she have a Florence Nightingale complex? Is it bad to be a pleaser? Does pleasing inevitably lead to being a doormat and thus a slave to a controller? Are there different kinds of pleasers? How did you get to be a pleaser? Is it inherited, like blue eyes, or did you learn it? In the first three chapters you will learn the answers to these questions, as well as 



• the life-style of the typical pleaser



• where you fit on the Pyramid of Pleasers 



• why no is the hardest word a pleaser ever has to say 



• the key characteristics of all pleasers



• how pleasers are trained from childhood to be “good little girls”



• how the “love bank” affects your relationships 



• what kind of pleaser you are 



• why the little girl you once were is still with you 



• why your relationship to Daddy was absolutely crucial 



• why you can’t change “your grain” but you can change 



• which birth order has the most pleasers 



• why the youngest members of the family are the least likely to be pleasers 





1 
What Kind of Pleaser Are You?

“She always tries to make everyone happy.”









She seems quite confident on the surface, but behind the “I’m working at it” smile is a woman who is a bit down. She doesn’t feel as if she measures up to what life is throwing at her, and she’s in my office to figure out why.

Her story pours out. She’s “successful” as wife, mother, and working woman. She is busy, oh, so busy. Her schedule rivals the man who rides around in Air Force One. It seems her kids are involved in every activity and sport, and therefore so is she.

Her husband? Well, he’s busy too, even busier than she is. He works long hours, staggers in anywhere from 7:30 to 9:45 p.m., sometimes too tired to eat, always ready to collapse on the couch and watch TV.  She doesn’t say anything, of course, because when she does he can get quite angry. He’s doing it all for me and the girls, she tells herself.

This woman seems to have it all, so “Why,” she asks, “am I so depressed? Why don’t my kids listen to me? Why can’t I say no? I even buy things from machines that call with a recorded sales pitch. Why does everyone take advantage of me? I try so hard to please. Why is everybody on my back?”

“Tell me more,” I reply, usually knowing what she will say.

And the story continues to come out. She isn’t as confident as her perfectly tailored suit and perfectly done face, nails, and hair suggest. She is achieving at work but doesn’t feel that good about it.

“I second-guess myself,” she says ruefully. “I doubt my ability even when I succeed and my boss praises me for it. I feel I should have done it better. I rethink things until I find fault with myself.”

After work her balancing act continues. She rushes over to her mother’s house, where her two daughters always go after school. And she gets it there with both barrels.

Her mother always worries about her health. She’s working too hard. She needs more rest. How can she care for a family and work, too?

Her two daughters aren’t as concerned about her rest. In fact, they want her to run a little faster. Why is she late again? What’s for dinner? Can they watch TV until nine o’clock? Are they going to the zoo Saturday? Did she get the material to make the costumes for their party?

“Sometimes I just feel overwhelmed,” she admits. “I don’t think I can do it. Maybe my mother is right. I guess I just don’t have what it takes to make a good marriage today. My friends aren’t doing much better. It seems as if everybody is getting divorced.”

“When you were a little girl, what was it like growing up?” I ask, and she remembers having to stand on her own two feet after her dad left when she was ten.

“Mom drove him out,” she recalls. “He loved me, I know he did, but he couldn’t take the hassle. And when he started drinking, that was it. Mom said he had to get out and he did. I saw him only a few times after that. He was going to come to my high school graduation but something happened. . . .”

As she talks, the pattern continues. She always got good grades, always came home before curfew. She tried to be a help to her mother, who never remarried, but whatever she did, it wasn’t quite good enough.

“Mom was always second-guessing me on what I wore and how I looked. She let me know in one way or another that I really wasn’t adequate. All I could hope for was to snag a man, and then I could never be sure he’d hang around.”

Dutifully she tried to learn all the tricks of the trade—how to be attractive, sexy, available. That was the only way she could hope to be loved. And now she had come to see me because the balancing act was getting more and more difficult. She was feeling less secure and less confident all the time. And she was beginning to suspect that her husband’s frequent need to work overtime didn’t always involve his accounts.

Pleasers Fall into Many Categories 

The woman I have described is a composite of clients I see weekly. She represents a wide variety of the species I call “the pleasers.”

They can be single, married, divorced, thinking of remarriage, or recently remarried and in “the same bad scene again.” Some have sworn off men for good and are marinating in their own bitterness, wondering if they can ever be happy.

Whatever their situation at the moment, all these women want to know why their sincere attempts to please haven’t really pleased anyone, particularly themselves. Their complaints are familiar:

“Why is everyone always on my case? I try so hard to please and all I get is guff—from the kids, from the dog, from the checker at the supermarket. And oh, yes, from Ol’ Harry, when he remembers to come home from work.”

“Why can’t I say no? I give in to my kids. I say yes, I’ll collect for charity, even though I’ve done it for the last five years and I know there are at least three women on the block who spend most of the day having coffee and watching soaps. I’m always the one who will head the P.T.A. or church committee. I’m always the one who buys three kinds of Girl Scout cookies or the candy I don’t want so somebody’s high school band can go to Hawaii.”

“I love him too much.” This is a favorite line of the woman I call “Martha Luther” because her goal in life is to reform her man: “I knew Jim wasn’t a real good catch. He drank, he didn’t have steady work, and he liked to flirt—still does. But I saw something in him and I wanted to bring that out. Right now he’s tearing me up inside but I know that someday he’ll change. I’ll just have to try harder. . . .”

“He’s sleeping with another one . . . and after all I’ve done. I put him through school, I’ve raised four kids with little or no help, I keep his dinner warm at night and serve his coffee hot in the morning before he dashes off to concentrate on his career. Well, he’s concentrated, all right—on Irene, Alice, Barbara, and now it’s Gerri.”

“I have to walk on eggs and so do the kids. He flies off the handle without warning. He yells and screams, calls us horrible names. He’s not always like that—he can be charming and even tender, but when the pressure is on at work, I know it gets to him. I suppose I get to him—I’m so lucky to have him but I may lose him. . . .”

At the absolute bottom of the barrel is the pleaser who is trapped in a marriage with a misogynist—a woman hater. He may abuse her physically but is more likely to wield verbal attacks and put-downs that are almost beyond description. Does his pleasing mate take offense at the obscene names he calls her? No, she simply apologizes for being a “sloppy slut” or a “selfish witch” who thinks only of herself.

Pleasers Have Certain Characteristics 

As the above vignettes reveal, the problems of pleasers vary, but there are common threads in their backgrounds. Following are some of the major characteristics of the pleaser personality:

1. These women learned to be pleasers when they were little girls.  Pleasers are often perfectionists who are heavily influenced by parental pressure. That pressure might be active and critical (“Why can’t you ever do anything right?”), or it can be passive and subtly controlling (“That’s okay, honey, I’ll do it over. You’ll learn someday”).

2. Pleasers often come from unhappy homes in which their fathers gave them very little attention, support, or love. Often Dad left while they were still young. They never learned how to relate to a male on a positive, healthy basis, and their marriages wind up disasters. In a vast majority of cases, the relationship of Daddy to his daughter is absolutely crucial. This is a point I will make again and again throughout this book. 

3. Pleasers are willing to settle for small favors. They don’t really want much out of life. They get frustrated, angry, and depressed by the way they are treated, but they put up with it, thinking it could be worse. They aren’t in the mess the wife of the alcoholic down the block has to contend with. And at least their lives have a familiar “comfortable” pattern. Besides, they really don’t deserve any more than what they have, do they?

4. And that brings us to perhaps the key characteristic in almost all pleasers: low self-esteem. Many pleasers, especially those who are in negative situations to one degree or another, seldom feel they are worth a great deal, that they are really loved, appreciated, and valued for themselves. They believe they have to earn their value and their worth, and that’s why they always try to please.

Another reflection of pleasers’ low self-esteem is a feeling of always being responsible. They are always apologizing. Pleasers know “it’s their fault.” If only they had done it different, if only they’d said the right thing instead of the wrong thing, then perhaps everyone could have been happy.

5. A strong characteristic of pleasers is trying to keep everyone happy. They carefully navigate the oceans of life and make everything smooth for all on board. Peace at any price is often their motto, and they pay dearly.

6. Pleasers usually feel inferior to men, or at least have a strong need to be “good girls” so men will approve of them. As authors William Fezler and Eleanor Field point out in The Good Girl Syndrome, many women have been brought up in an atmosphere that makes them feel unworthy or at least slightly inferior “simply because they are women!” (italics mine).1

The “good girl” works hard at being obedient to authority figures, especially men. She obeys “because inherent in the Good Girl Syndrome is the belief that most people are better than you. This creates a vicious circle of frustration in which you feel unworthy because so many others are better, and you believe others are better because you feel unworthy.”2

My term for those male authority figures is controller. In my practice I counsel many pleasers who have married controllers of one kind or another.

Controllers Come in Different Packages 

We’ve already talked about the controller who is a misogynist—a woman hater who doesn’t control a woman as much as he dominates her with a constant barrage of anger, abuse, and temper tantrums.

Ironically, he will often repent of his outbursts, beg forgiveness, and pledge his undying love. His pleasing wife is not really fooled,  but she tries to tell herself, “Maybe deep down he means it. Maybe he can change. . . .”

Other pleasers have husbands who might better fit the category of “dependent loser.” Dependent losers control their wives through pity and desire to help them. Dependent losers wind up married to “Martha Luthers” who are sure they can reform their husbands and bring out that wonderful vein of gold they know is in there somewhere.

Women married to misogynists and losers make classic case studies for books such as Women Who Love Too Much (Robin Norwood) and Men Who Hate Women and the Women Who Love Them (Susan Forward and Joan Torres).3 Women who love too much are usually in pain, as most of their living moments are spent talking about “him.” They excuse his bad temper, indifference, and put-downs as hangovers from his unhappy childhood. They try to become his therapist. They read self-help books and underline key passages for him to read.

Other women are married to controllers who abuse them in more subtle ways. A key weapon used by many husbands is control of money. They are stingy at best and miserly at worst. Sometimes this comes out in bizarre ways. I recall one wife telling me her husband would beat on the walls of the bathroom when she or her daughters used too much water while taking showers.

I see four kinds of pleasers interacting with a controller’s world. We’ll work our way up from the woman in real pain and desperate trouble to the pleaser who is mildly aware that she gives more than she receives but puts up with it because “that’s the way things are.” 

Supersuffering Pleaser 

You suspect (or are quite sure) your husband is a misogynist—a woman hater—who controls you with his anger, abuse, put-downs, and neglect. He rarely uses physical weapons, but his verbal attacks  are caustic, even vicious. You do everything you can to pacify him, make him happy, please him, but it isn’t working. The more you apologize, capitulate, and beg his forgiveness, the more he labels you selfish, uncaring, and stupid. He’s a master at humiliating you, especially in front of your friends and loved ones. This kind of relationship is totally negative. The situation is desperate and you need professional help.

Depressed Pleaser 

You are married to a man who controls you with his weaknesses. You are a born caregiver at heart and are trying to reproduce in your own family the kind of love and caring you never had at home as a child. You are “Martha Luther” trying to reform “Bill Bailey.”

In your own way, you are a controller of sorts. You control indirectly, doing all you can to please as you vicariously try to experience the love and stability you never knew as a child. You would not be interested in a healthy, normal man who treated you with love and respect. He would be boring.

Instead, you prefer the “excitement” of someone who is distant, hard to reach, someone you can never quite be sure of. So you work overtime at putting far more than 50 percent of the effort into the relationship. You aren’t finding this much fun. You are anxious, worried, unhappy. This isn’t working but you are obsessed, almost addicted, to this man. You may be able to tolerate it for a while longer, but long range, things don’t look too good. If you don’t get help soon, something is going to give, because you have given just about all you have.

The pleaser/controller situations discussed above are what therapists call “pathogenic,” or in simpler terms, sick. These descriptions might not fit your situation at all. You aren’t in that kind of boat, but while your boat isn’t sinking, it does have some leaks. Maybe you fit in one of the following categories.

Played-Out (Exhausted) Pleaser 

“Played out” describes you quite well. Sometimes you’re physically exhausted; at other times you have mentally had it. The stress of life gets to you, often between 5:00 and 7:00 p.m., which I call the “piranha hour,” when everybody seems to want “a piece of Mom’s flesh.”

You would like to gain a little more respect from your immediate family as well as key acquaintances. You are put upon by your kids, your husband, salespersons, fellow workers, the P.T.A., your church, and so on. Everybody knows you can’t say no and wouldn’t dare speak up for yourself even if you wanted to. You would like to know how to stand up to the world, but you’re afraid you would offend people and be labeled aggressive, a witch, or worse. You are angry and uptight inside, but you maintain a happy face for the world most of the time.

Mildly Discouraged Pleaser 

Perhaps you are a pleaser who is “getting along okay,” but you still feel mild anxiety. You realize you are in the ranks of those who aren’t always treated fairly, and you are becoming a bit weary of it all. Life isn’t as hectic for you as it is for the Played-Out Pleaser, but you’d like to make some changes. You are interested in making some strides in your own personal growth and maturity, and you want a better life for yourself and your family. You’d like to change things, not only for your own benefit but for theirs as well.

You really like being a nurturer and caregiver, but you wish you could be a more confident, positive pleaser, really sure of who you are and what your role is in today’s “liberated” culture.

Positive Pleaser 

Positive Pleasers are nicely navigating what I call the “balance beam of life.” They like who they are; they like nurturing and care giving. They have achieved a good balance between pleasing people  and having people treat them with respect and pleasing behavior in return. The Positive Pleaser can be:

• assertive without being abrasive 



• confident without being cocky 



• self-nurturing without being selfish 



I’ve counseled many women who thought they were Positive Pleasers, but eventually they discovered differently. A key to being a Positive Pleaser is to put your priorities in the right order. The following is the story of one woman who thought she was making all the right moves. She wound up not only discouraged and exhausted but in real pain as well.

Nadine Went Out of Her Way Until . . .

Nadine, a pert, attractive, forty-three-year-old brunette fighting a few extra pounds, was a classic example of a woman who came from the old school that said a woman’s place is in the home, but a man’s home is his castle. She stayed in that castle for twenty-one years of her twenty-two-year marriage. The final year she moved in with her daughter during a separation prior to her divorce.

She is like many pleasers who wind up in my office because she grew up thinking, As soon as I get out of high school, my real task in life is to find a man. A college degree is okay, but what’s really important is to have a man.

She found one. Richard seemed to fit the mold perfectly. He wanted her to stay home and “raise the children.”

And Nadine did a fine job of that. She raised four children, and typical of many moms I see in my office, she made her children her Number One priority and relegated her husband to Number Two.

Things started off fairly well. Richard and Nadine seemed to get along and even communicate quite well, but as Nadine had children and started spending more and more time and attention on them, Richard found that his business was beginning to make more demands on his time.

Soon Richard had much less energy at the end of the day to devote to Nadine and the kids. Of course, Nadine was a supermom. She was first to volunteer for the school fair or the fund-raising jog-a-thon. At church, Nadine could always be counted on to teach Sunday school.

Inevitably, Richard and Nadine grew apart. There was little communication between them, yet in the community Nadine was looked up to by other women who wished they could have “as happy a family” as she did. They saw her as the woman who had everything. Nadine saw herself this way also, until she learned about Richard’s affairs, which had started during the sixth year of their marriage.

“As usual, I was the last to know,” she told me. “I didn’t suspect anything until he got so blatant about it.”

When Nadine did make the discovery, by inadvertently picking up an extension telephone while Richard was calling one of his “new friends,” she was devastated. All those years she thought she had been doing the “right things.” She had done her duty. She had been responsible—and very trusting. If Richard hadn’t reached the point where he didn’t care about being discreet, she could have gone on indefinitely thinking her marriage was okay.

All four of the children were grown and gone by the time Nadine discovered Richard’s unfaithfulness. The shock was too much and with her nest empty, Nadine didn’t see anything left to save. So, she left also. By the time she came to see me, she was working as a minimum-wage clerk in a variety-goods store. She had not remarried and neither had Richard.

Nadine’s dimpled face and big blue eyes had taken on the hard look that comes from being hurt and then turning bitter. Her story poured out. Life had been totally unfair. She had played the game by what she believed were the right rules. She had done what everybody told her to do, and what had it gotten her?

Nadine Pleased Everyone but Richard 

When I started probing into Nadine’s priorities, she took offense at first. She particularly didn’t like the suggestion that it was wrong to make children Number One. But after a few sessions she began to see that if she had it to do over, she would have made more time for her husband. She was a pleaser who actually spent too much time pleasing everyone but the man she married.

She admitted that she often treated Richard like one of the children. I didn’t get to talk to Richard, but my guess is that if he had come in he would have said, “I was treated like something less than one of the children.” As Nadine and I talked, the following facts came out:

(1) They never had sex unless Nadine was sure the children were absent from the house or fast asleep; (2) vacations ended up wherever the kids wanted to go; (3) Nadine often overruled Richard in front of the children, emasculating him without realizing it; (4) she “went along” with sex but never initiated anything or ever told Richard she was pleased sexually; (5) sex was never spontaneous—Richard had to be patient and wait, “like a good little boy.”

I see breakups like Nadine and Richard’s all the time, and I call them tragic because they are so unnecessary. These people started out deeply in love. They had a good relationship but they didn’t take care of it. Nadine, an avowed pleaser, spent too much time on the  wrong things. You may think I overstate myself by suggesting that her children were the wrong things to spend time on, but I don’t think so. When she put them first and Richard a distant second, and often third or fourth behind all of her other activities, there was only one way for things to go.

Nadine let her priorities get completely out of line, and she paid the price. Richard, of course, has to shoulder some of the blame. His priorities got fouled up as well when he started receiving less and less attention from Nadine. So he turned to his business, and then to other women, whom he usually met through his job responsibilities.

I have found no better way to describe what happened to the marriage of Richard and Nadine than the “love bank” analogy used by Dr. Willard Harley in his helpful book His Needs, Her Needs: Building an Affair-Proof Marriage. According to Dr. Harley, the “love bank” is that mental/emotional recorder deep within all of us which registers positive and negative experiences on a twenty-four-hour-a-day basis.

Dr. Harley’s figurative love bank works on a principle of “deposits” and “withdrawals” of a certain amount of “love units,” depending on the kind of encounter you have with the other person. He admits that his system is not supposed to represent actual scientific measurements; it is simply a way of looking at relationships. The love bank works like this:



	Deposits
	Withdrawals

	+1 Comfortable encounter
	-1 Uncomfortable encounter

	+2 Feel good encounter
	-2 Feel bad encounter

	+3 Feel very good encounter
	-3 Feel very bad encounter

	+4 Super terrific encounter
	-4 Terrible, horrendous encounter


Your love bank contains many different accounts, in fact, one for every person you know. Your family, friends, and acquaintances  make deposits or withdrawals in your love bank every time they interact with you. As you can see, pleasant interactions result in deposits and unpleasant ones in withdrawals.

Why Nadine’s Love Bank Account Became Depleted 

Let’s apply the love bank analogy to the marriage of Richard and Nadine. As far as Nadine was concerned, there weren’t a lot of withdrawals out of Richard’s account in her love bank. In other words, she was quite content with the situation. She put her energies and priorities into her children and treated Richard as she thought he should be treated. Richard went along with it without complaint.

In short, he didn’t make any trouble that could be interpreted as an uncomfortable or feel-bad encounter. And so Nadine went blithely along, thinking everything in the marriage was fine.

Where the trouble lay was with Nadine’s account in Richard’s love bank. After their early years of marriage, that account started to empty in a hurry. Withdrawals were made almost daily because of the way Nadine treated Richard with regard to sex and handling the children, to name just two areas where counseling revealed some problems. According to Dr. Harley’s love bank system, I am sure that vacations were at least a minus three for Richard every time they happened.

Because his needs weren’t being met, Richard turned elsewhere. He met women with whom he struck up relationships and, according to the love bank system, immediately opened new accounts with them as well as having them open new accounts with him. When one of Richard’s relationships with a new woman reached a certain level—when she had enough deposits in his love bank—an affair would happen.

Why didn’t Richard say something, you may ask. From what Nadine told me, he tried to send her some signals, but she wasn’t  listening. That’s about as far as most men go, particularly men who marry pleasers. They let the wife take most of the responsibility for many areas, including communication. When Nadine stopped trying to communicate because she was busy with other things, Richard drifted into affairs that helped him meet his needs.

One statistic that is on a sharp rise is the number of couples who are getting divorced after twenty or more years of marriage. I believe a key reason for these divorces is that wives, primarily, and husbands as well, put their priorities in the wrong places—on the children, the house, their careers, and so on. They put their priorities everywhere but on each other. And the marriage slowly deteriorates. It often looks quite good on the outside, but eventually dry rot takes its toll and things crumble.

What Kind of Pleaser Are You?

As you can see, there are many ways to be a pleaser and many ways to wind up feeling not very pleased with your life. I often go out on a limb when I speak at seminars, workshops, and on talk shows and say that “most women are pleasers.” It’s our culture; it’s the way women are brought up, the way they are trained. “Pleaser” is the role they believe they should play, even though they may be trumpeting women’s rights, liberation, equal pay, and all the rest of the things that are so much a part of the scene today.

Where do you fit in the “hierarchy of pleasers?” The following quiz can give you some clues.

Score the 20 questions below as follows:

1  “That’s me to a T.”

2  “That’s me, more or less.”

3  “Not really me, but some similarities.”

4  “That’s not really me.”

5  “Not me at all!”



____ 1. I feel insecure and not very confident much of the time.

____ 2. I feel I have to “walk on eggs” to keep everyone from getting angry.

____ 3. My father was distant or unloving most of the time.

____ 4. When I’m at the grocery store and shorted a penny or two on change, I don’t ask for it.

____ 5. I feel overpowered by my husband, boyfriend, or fiancé.

____ 6. I feel I really can’t do most things right.

____ 7. I’m always saying, “I should have, I ought to. . . .”

____ 8. My husband and children know how to make me feel guilty.

____ 9. I feel like hiding, running away, not dealing with things.

____ 10. I don’t like confrontations. They’re just too unpleasant.

____ 11. I often fake it and tell others I like what they’re doing or saying when I really don’t.

____ 12. If I try on six or seven pairs of shoes at the store, I feel I’m obligated to buy at least one pair.

____ 13. I often feel as if I’m not really running my own life.

____ 14. I don’t get many “strokes” from those I love.

____ 15. I am easily talked into choices that please other people more than they please me.

____ 16. When I take the initiative or stand up for my rights, I feel apprehensive or embarrassed.

____ 17. If I am ignored, insulted, or given poor service in a store or restaurant, I let it go because it isn’t worth the hassle to complain.

____ 18. I feel I have few choices or options to improve my life. ____ 19. I don’t get much respect from my mate.

____ 20. Taking on new tasks makes me feel afraid and apprehensive.

Scoring:

25 or below You are a SUPERSUFFERING PLEASER. You are definitely in the hands of a controller or possibly a misogynist who is constantly criticizing and abusing you verbally and, on occasion, physically. You need help, probably from an outside source such as a pastor/counselor or psychiatrist/psychologist.

25–50 You are a DEPRESSED PLEASER. You have a knack for finding the losers or the losing situations in life. You are probably tied to a “megaloser” who keeps you involved with him because “he needs you.” Or perhaps you are being victimized by a husband who is a womanizer, wanderer, or deadbeat who can’t keep a job. You are hanging on by your fingernails but starting to slip.

50–75 You are a PLAYED-OUT PLEASER. You are making a go of life, but you often feel exhausted, put down, under the gun—as if someone’s always wanting a piece of your flesh. You don’t get enough respect, you wish you could stand up for your rights, but you really don’t know how.

75–90 You are a MILDLY DISCOURAGED PLEASER. Life isn’t all that bad. You have good times to offset the bad, but you know things could be much, much better.

91 and above You are in the POSITIVE PLEASER ranks. You like to please but have enough assertiveness and self-esteem to find fulfillment, satisfaction, and enjoyment. Your family gives you the love and support you need, and your pleasing efforts are an even exchange for that love and support.

Dr. Leman’s Pyramid of Pleasers 
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Totally Discouraged 

To Decide Where to Go, Look Where You’ve Been 

Hopefully, now you have a general idea of who and what a pleaser is and where you fit on the scale. Please keep in mind that no text or quiz is infallible or absolutely precise. A lot depends on the mood you’re in when you take the quiz, and on some days you might score higher or lower than on others.

But if you did score somewhere below 80, you probably want to know what you can do about improving your life and achieving a better balance. While being a pleaser can be anything from unfulfilling to painful, you’re sure you don’t want to become the exact opposite: a controller who causes people pain and dissatisfaction. What’s the answer?

We’ll get to that answer in good time, but first we need to look at why you are a pleaser. What forces molded you into the pleaser you are today? Somebody said, “Know your enemy.” Pleasers who know they’re getting the raw end of life’s deal realize that the enemy is “me.”

How well do you know yourself? How acquainted are you with the “little girl” who still lives deep inside you? I often say to clients, “The little girl you once were you still are.” Perhaps that doesn’t sound too encouraging. Maybe it even rankles a bit. Let’s take a look at your child of the past and see what we can learn.

Characteristics of the Pleaser 

Following are some basic characteristics of pleaser personalities, depending on your situation and background.

1. Medium to low self-esteem—tendency to think you’re not  that much, don’t really count, don’t deserve it, and so forth. 

2. Often from family in which emotional needs were unmet,  particularly by your father.

3. Trying to find, earn, or create as an adult what was missing  for you as a child.

4. Daddy’s little girl—pleasing him paid off when you were  little and you are still trying to please men for the same  reasons.

5. A fixer and reformer. You know you can change him.

6. Tendency to fantasize. You don’t always grasp reality. Example:  “I guess it’s okay to live with him and maybe we’ll  get married later—he’s so special.”

7. A “controller in reverse.” You find someone you can please  and then take over the relationship to make it work.

8. Tendency to be “pseudomasochistic.” You don’t admit it,  but you prefer being treated poorly. A nice man would be  a total bore.

9. You are quick to blame yourself: “I’m sorry . . . it’s my fault  . . . how stupid of me. . . .”

10. You have the Avis complex. You can’t please him or them  but you will “try harder.”

11. You are thankful for small favors. Life could be worse. You  know he does love you—he gave you a hug after knocking  out your tooth.

12. You may be part of the helping and caring professions such  as social work, nursing, preschool teaching. You are a caregiver  at heart.

13. Deep down you feel you don’t deserve to be loved or  respected.

14. If you have a relationship with God, it is a poor one at best. You see him as full of wrath and judgment, a “big policeman  in the sky” type who is ready to zap you for the slightest  infraction or mistake.



2
 The Little Girl Who Lives in You 

“Her heart belongs to Daddy . . .”









When Denise, a pleasant-looking, brown-haired, twenty-one-yearold college junior, came to see me, she was deeply depressed and beginning to feel suicidal. On a scale of one to ten, with ten high, Denise’s self-esteem was at minus three. Since age eleven, when she had experienced sex for the first time, she had had, conservatively, one hundred different sexual partners, many for one-night stands, others for a few weeks or months.

Her latest relationship had been especially traumatic and for the first time she had fleeting thoughts of killing herself. “I think I need a shrink,” she said, eyeing me coolly as she took a deep drag on a cigarette. “I heard you talk straight, no bull, so I came.”

I told her she was entirely correct and, therefore, would she please observe the no smoking signs all over the office and put out her cigarette.

As Denise’s story poured out, it was clear that she was a woman who could not say no—especially to a man. She was trying to fill a gigantic void in her life labeled healthy father image. Her real father had disappeared when she was three and her mother had gone on to four more marriages. Her mother’s fourth husband, a man named John, had seemed to be the father image she was looking for, but she had been unsuccessful in developing any father-daughter relationship with him. He hadn’t been interested in Denise or her younger brother and sister, and one of the reasons he had divorced Denise’s mother was “not wanting the responsibility of all those kids.”

Denise’s current stepfather (her mother’s fifth husband) was very much at odds with her. They disagreed on just about everything. He was Jewish; she had been raised Methodist. He was a Democrat; she was a member of the Young Republicans on her college campus. He had flashy taste in clothes and cars; she was a traditional preppie.

“We just don’t have much respect for each other,” Denise observed.

The relationship between Denise and her mother blew from hot to cold almost on a twenty-four-hour cycle. One day they would get along beautifully, the next day they would be fighting and screaming. For example, Denise would call her mother and report her car wasn’t working. Her mother would blame Denise for being irresponsible and not having it serviced properly. They would hang up on each other and then one would call the other back later to apologize.

“Mom is always encouraging me to be open and tell her everything,” Denise offered. “But when I don’t agree with her on something, she screams and yells and we get into a big fight.”

But at least Denise had a relationship with her mother and there was love between them. What Denise really wanted was love from a man—something she had never really experienced. Denise wanted love from men so badly she would do anything to get their attention and what she misinterpreted as their affection. The word had gotten out on her college campus that she would go to bed with anybody, and you can bet “anybody” came right over.

All of these young men looked good to Denise. What did she have to compare them to? And so she would make a trade. She would go through all kinds of abuse, degradation, and even sexual perversion to be held, caressed, and told a few nice words. Denise’s male friends could treat her like dirt and she would still take them back, take them to bed, and service their sexual needs.

As Denise and I talked, I asked, “How many of these sexual encounters were really fulfilling to you?”

“Fulfilling? What do you mean?” she asked.

“When you went to bed with these men, was it pleasurable? Did you experience an orgasm?”

“I don’t know—maybe. I’m not sure I know what one is really like. . . .” Incredible as it may seem, although she had had sexual encounters with more than one hundred partners, some many times, Denise was unsure what it meant to have an orgasm. She was interested, however, in experiencing pleasure, and for her the way to find pleasure was to get a man to hold her, kiss her, and paw her body. That was all Denise understood about sex. She had no idea it was supposed to be a two-way street. What was important was that the man told her he cared for her. Even on a first date, “I’m crazy about you,” and other typical lines were the magic words that prompted her to “go all the way.”

Like many pleasers, Denise used a lot of rationalization and denial as her way of smoothing things over. She was particularly skilled in explaining away her repeated episodes with “takers” who  simply wanted to use her or “losers” who controlled her by arousing her pity or desire to please.

Denise had an uncanny ability to attract the losers of life because she had suffered such great losses herself. After she lost Daddy at age three, it was all downhill. Her mother couldn’t help her because she was busy attracting her own set of losers and digging an ever deeper hole for herself and her daughter. Denise grew up carrying a little girl inside who desperately wanted love and affection, especially from a man.

While some readers of this book will identify with Denise, others will not because their experiences have been much different. But where we can all identify with Denise is in our awareness of the “child of the past” who is deep inside, still affecting our lives in countless ways.

As I mentioned in chapter 1, I often tell the women I counsel, “The little girl you once were you still are.” Some clients understand immediately, others are puzzled or even offended. They think they have grown up and left all that behind. But you never leave that little girl behind because she is still there within you. She is always looking for the treatment and experiences she became accustomed to when she was small.

For most of us, that early treatment and those first experiences came from our parents. While I realize there is a great deal of discussion today about mothers and daughters (for example, Nancy Friday’s bestseller My Mother, My Self), I believe that in a very real sense every woman’s heart “still belongs to Daddy.”

A sizable amount of significant research on the father-daughter relationship has been done by such specialists as Dr. Michael Lamb of the University of Utah. Several popular discussions of daddies and daughters have appeared in recent years, including Like Father, Like Daughter: How Father Shapes the Woman His Daughter Becomes by Suzanne Fields, and Fathers and Daughters by William S. Appleton, M.D.

Suzanne Fields observes that a girl’s first perception of the opposite sex comes from her father. He shapes the daughter’s expectations of how a male should behave. Did he hold her hand as she learned to walk? Did he help her struggle through the multiplication tables and fractions? Did he show affection with ease and comfort? Did he hold her close, care how she looked, and notice when she started filling out?1

 In Daddy’s Girl, Mama’s Boy, coauthors James J. Rue and Louise Shanahan discuss the complex mysteries of how human beings become attracted to one another. People pair off for an almost endless number of reasons and motives, but there is one basic common denominator: We choose a mate who will help us fill the gaps we feel in ourselves. We’re trying to complete ourselves sexually, psychologically, aesthetically, and spiritually, and “the parent figure of the opposite sex is our unconscious model for all future romantic encounters.”2

 If a girl grows up in a healthy home, where her father is a stable, loving individual who teaches her that women are to be respected, loved, and cherished, she is lucky. Very few women who have had this kind of childhood ever come to see me. Unfortunately, they have grown up in homes that are far different from the norm.

In Denise’s case, Daddy left when she was a very small girl. All she could do was fantasize about what a loving father would be like. She never had one, and she tried to fill that gigantic void by giving herself to men in exchange for a few scraps of warmth and attention.

Mary Made Excuses for Bill’s Affairs 

In other cases, Daddy doesn’t leave but he never provides the affection his little girl needs. So she grows up and gets married, as Mary did to Bill, the construction company president. Mary, a petite  brunette with a dimpled smile and nervous hands, was very much a pleaser, someone who was trying to find someone powerful who could provide the love and care her father had never shown.

Bill seemed to be a perfect choice. He was good at putting things together, a powerful doer, an action-oriented man. Bill could make things happen and his very insecure, pleasing wife was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. Mary felt she just couldn’t make it on her own. She needed the support and strength of someone like Bill.

It turned out that Bill needed her, too. Mary was soon saddled with three small children as well as a part-time job as a bookkeeper in her husband’s company. Mary was supposed to save the company money, but Bill never gave her any of her own to spend. She had to account for every penny, whether at home or at work.

Bill saw no problem, however, with the way he spent money. He bought a lot of personal toys for himself as well as making major purchases for the entire family: widescreen TV sets, VCRs, and ATCs, for himself and all the kids. It knocked the family budget for a loop, but Mary was always understanding. She was a pleaser and she made excuses to keep things running smoothly.

Mary was such a pleaser that she even made excuses for Bill’s affairs with other women. I listened a bit incredulously as Mary rationalized his behavior.

“Well, I know by the end of the day I’m so exhausted I don’t have the time and energy for him sexually,” she said. “I understand why he takes secretaries and real estate agents to bed.”

As Mary and I talked, it became quite clear why she was putting up with Bill and his controlling abuse. Her mother had endured all kinds of abuse from her father, a man who never treated his wife or children with any affection. It isn’t correct to say Mary’s father wasn’t a key person in her life. He was a very key person, but his influence was almost all negative.

In chapter 1 I mentioned that the theme of the poor daddydaughter relationship would be coming up again and again. I am ready to say that the most profound relationship in the family is between daddy and daughter. In his book Fathers and Daughters, William Appleton writes:

It is surprising that fathers affect their daughters’ femininity more than their sons’ masculinity. Researchers, theorists, and my own clinical and research experiences all concur that a good relationship with a warm and accepting father who is not too frightened of her sexuality is extremely important to a little girl. Someone who can enjoy her beauty, her smile, her pretty dress, her first efforts at makeup and jewelry, helps her gain the confidence that she can attract, charm and interest a man.3

In Mary’s case, her father never affirmed her in anything she ever did, from band in junior high to cheerleading in high school. She always felt as if she never had or deserved her daddy’s love.

So whom did Mary find for a husband? She managed to “attract a man,” but the wrong kind. She married a man she could “count on”—one she knew would never give her all of his love, just as her father had not. The familiar is easier to handle than the unfamiliar, even when it’s painful.

When Mary Changed the Locks, Bill Went Berserk 

But even Mary had her limits. The situation came to a head when she discovered Bill was having an affair with her younger sister, Jeannine, who had a husband as well. Even pleasers like Mary have a limit when that last straw snaps. As soon as she heard the news, she went home, put all of Bill’s clothes and other belongings in the garage, and had the locks changed on the house.

When Bill came home at eleven o’clock that night, he found that his key did not work in the lock. At first he thought it might be those several beers he had hoisted before heading home. But once it dawned on him that the lock had been changed, he went berserk. He literally tore the door off the house and frightened Mary so badly that she called the police to restrain him.

I’d like to say that once Mary decided to use action instead of pacifying words and pleasing excuses, Bill shaped up. But that was not to be. This marriage did not make it, but I am happy to report that Mary will. The last time I talked with her, she was making plans to get some training at a community college and to start life over for herself at age thirty-one. With three small children, she knows it won’t be easy. She will have to claw and scratch to make a better life for herself and them. But far better that she claw and scratch than simply lie down and let life continue to kick her in the teeth.

Time and again I find myself saying, especially to pleasing women, “All right, life has kicked you squarely in the teeth. You have been treated unfairly, abused, and taken advantage of. Now the question is, what are you going to do about it?”

When a pleaser can understand that she lives in a world of controllers and that she must stand up to those controllers, then, and only then, can she start finding the happiness and fulfillment she has always been missing.

You Can’t Change Your Grain, but You Can Change 

When I urge pleasers who have been cheated, abused, controlled, bullied, and manipulated for most of their lives to do something about it, I am not suggesting that they simply “grow up” and get rid of the “little girl” they have been carrying inside all these years.

A lot of self-help and pop psychology books say you can change and become a “new you.” I’m sorry, but you can’t become a new you.You can change the way you act, but you can’t change who and what you are.

Like the grain in a piece of wood, your basic temperament and personality is there for life. You can shape it, sand it, paint it, varnish it, and polish it, but the grain will not change.

When we use the old cliché “That goes against my grain,” we are saying that something or someone is totally at odds with how we see life. In some of my other books, I described how each of us learns during childhood “a style of life” by accepting certain “life lines” as true for us. These lines all begin with the words “I only count when I. . . .” Some typical life lines for the pleasers I counsel include the following:



• I only count when I keep everything smooth and on an even  keel.



• I only count when I make everyone happy.



• I only count when everyone likes me.



• I only count when everyone approves of what I do.



• I only count when I do a perfect job.



• I only count when I can care for others.



• I only count when I suffer for the sake of others.



How do we learn these life lines that determine the grain of the personalities we carry with us throughout life? In our earliest years, our parents give the most important input. Depending on our family situation, Grandma and Grandpa might have a great deal to say, or it might be a favorite aunt or uncle.

Later on, teachers, coaches, schoolmates, and friends put the finishing touches on our style of life. By the time we are in high school, our life lines are firmly established. We have learned that we only count when we do and say certain things that seem to fit  us. We only count when and if we operate in certain basic ways. We have come to terms with our world.

As we carry our life lines and life-styles right on into adulthood, we bring along that same little child who learned those life lines in the first place. Many therapists and counselors call this little boy or girl the “inner child of the past,” a term coined by Dr. W. Hugh Missildine in his work with the Children’s Mental Health Center in Columbus, Ohio. Missildine, a child psychologist and teacher of psychiatry at the university level, used three basic principles:



1. Your inner child of the past still exists and affects your life  as an adult.

2. You have to learn how to be a parent to the little boy or girl  who is still inside of you. That little boy or girl may not like  being parented, but if you don’t get firm with your inner  child, he or she will rule the roost.

3. Mutual respect is the only way to get along with your inner  child, as well as with anyone else. (This is an excellent point  for pleasers, who usually live without receiving mutual respect  from spouses, children, friends, and others.)

What Were Your Parents Like?

Hugh Missildine believes we are shaped by several kinds of parent personalities. These include the following:

The flaw pickers are perfectionistic parents who are strong on discipline, performance, and criticism. Perfectionistic parents don’t necessarily spank or even scold in a loud voice. Instead they say, “Sit up straight, dear. Men don’t like a girl with poor posture.” Or, “Yes, honey, that is a pretty dress, but I really think you ought to wear the gray one to the party.”

The flaw-picking parent makes everything the child is and does a matter of endless concern. The result is that the child grows into adulthood, taking along an inner child of the past who is always whispering, “You can do better, you should do better, you ought to do better, you aren’t up to standard.” More often than not, suicidal teenagers have flaw-picking parents.

The drill sergeant is the authoritarian and overcoercive parent who is always on the child’s back, always barking orders and commands.

“Get up, let’s get going. . . . Did you brush your teeth? . . . Dinner’s getting cold. . . . Did you do your homework? . . . Don’t mumble.  . . . Don’t talk with your mouth full. . . . No TV until homework is done. . . . It’s bedtime, no exceptions, you need your sleep! . . . How do you expect to grow up to be big and strong? Now finish your carrots!”

Children raised by overcoercive parents often develop what is called a “resistant life-style” cycle. Instead of running faster and hurrying more, they slow down. They stall and dawdle. They take this attitude into adulthood and their inner child of the past is always telling them, “You don’t have to take this. . . . Don’t let them push you around. . . . Okay, you need the job, but just wait. . . . You can do it in a minute, what’s the hurry? . . .”

The wimps are the overpermissive and oversubmissive parents who let their child rule the roost. The child parented by the oversubmissive father or mother hears comments like these:

“Oh, I guess you can go if you want to. . . . Well, if you want to stay up a little longer, that’s okay. . . . I don’t understand why these teachers make you do all this homework. . . . Okay, okay, if you don’t like peas you don’t have to eat peas. Just leave them on your plate.”

Adults who were reared by overpermissive and submissive parents develop an inner child of the past who is very demanding and hard to get along with. Pleasers are seldom developed by oversubmissive parents, who are far more likely to develop controllers who want their way, have explosive tempers, and indulge themselves in whatever they think they need to be happy. If this kind of person does develop any pleasing characteristics, they are usually manipulative in nature. She will “please” to get her way, but if her husband or friends cross her, look out!

Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus are the overindulgent parents who are first cousins to those who are oversubmissive and permissive. This kind of parenting can produce a “daddy’s little girl” who often hears:

“Would you like to have that? Let’s get it right now. . . . What a wonderful report card! Three Bs and an A. What would you like as a special treat? . . . It’s okay if you flunked math—these days you can get by with calculators.”

The child raised by indulgent parents becomes an adult who is often bored, listless, and incapable of finishing what has been started. Her little girl from the past tells her, “You deserve better than you’re getting in this lousy job. . . . Your roommate [husband] is unreasonable for wanting you to do so much. . . . People are boring—why aren’t they more interested in you?”

The wicked stepmother kind of parents are the ones who are punitive toward their children. The child raised in this kind of home hears, “You’re no good. . . . You’ll never amount to anything. . . . Why are you such a devil? . . . You’re sloppy. . . . You’re lazy. . . . Can’t you do anything right?”

Accompanying all this verbal abuse is plenty of physical abuse: slaps, paddlings, beatings. The child reared in this kind of atmosphere grows into an adult whose inner child of the past motivates her with guilt and fear. This badly treated inner child constantly suggests possible ways to get revenge, to get back at anyone who may be in a position of authority.

It is sometimes difficult to understand why an adult might act so childish, but an adult raised by a “wicked stepmother” could have her inner child whispering, “Okay, if he has the right to punish me, then I have the right to punish him.” Because the inner child wants to strike back at the authority figure, so does the adult if the adult lets the inner child do the controlling.

The adult who looks back to a punitive childhood can’t trust anyone. She is always afraid. She may become a pleaser out of fear and guilt and spend her life in martyrlike self-belittlement. I’ve often counseled women who will purchase a new blouse or sweater, take it home, hang it in the closet for a few days, then take it back to the store, pleading that they “just can’t afford it.” Actually, they believe they just don’t deserve it, and they simply cannot keep their purchase and enjoy it in any way.

Chronically AWOL is my label for neglectful parents who check out on their children in one way or another. Sometimes parents become absentees through extreme circumstances they cannot control: death, divorce, a job that forces long separations. In many cases, however, a parent lives in the home with the child but is really “absent” as far as being interested in the child in any real sense.

The child reared by neglectful parents often hears remarks like these: “I’m busy, don’t bother me. . . . I can’t help you with your homework, I’ve got to make these calls. . . . What was that? Whatever you think, I really don’t have time to talk now.”

Neglectful parents seldom, if ever, share feelings. They just can’t be bothered. They are cut off from their children, who are then forced to grow up “on their own,” psychologically speaking.

The child raised by the neglectful “absentee” parent grows into an adult whose child of the past keeps warning her about becoming closely attached to anyone. The woman becomes a pleaser who may use her pleasing ways to exploit others to get the love, affection, attention, and support she missed as a little girl. At the worst extreme,  the neglected girl might become a prostitute. In Denise’s case, she was neglected as a little girl and wound up sleeping with any boy who came along. One of the few differences between Denise and a prostitute was that prostitutes get paid a fee. Denise collected her “pay” by getting any form of attention she could.

“Out of my life” best describes the rejecting parent who literally refuses to accept a child in any way. In her autobiography Thursday’s Child, Eartha Kitt tells a classic tale of being rejected by her mother and new husband. Eartha’s mother had been deserted by Eartha’s father and when she remarried, her second husband demanded that she turn Eartha over to relatives so they could have an “unencumbered” life of their own.

But Eartha’s relatives didn’t want her either, and she grew up feeling she was a burden, no good, and the target of abuse and scorn.

It is not surprising that Eartha Kitt became a “pleaser” who turned to entertainment to gain the acceptance and approval she never had as a child. The adult who was rejected as a child hears that child of the past constantly whispering, “There must be something wrong with you. . . . You aren’t really lovable. . . . You have to earn approval and prove that you are valuable. . . . Don’t believe him; he says he loves you but he’ll probably leave you sooner or later. . . .”

The woman who was rejected as a little girl will often seek security in place of love. She will often be a loner whose few friends see her as self-centered and easily hurt. She may be known as an “arm’s-length person.”

The above quick sketches give several basic parenting styles that determine the life lines we eventually accept as truth and keep telling ourselves all our lives. Do you constantly find yourself saying, in one way or another, “I only count when I do a really good job”? It’s likely your parents were perfectionists.

Are you a procrastinator? Are you usually late? Do you find yourself saying, “I don’t have to hurry—let them wait”? It’s quite likely you had authoritarian parents who put a lot of pressure on you.

Do you find yourself saying, “I don’t know why he can’t see it my way; maybe it isn’t worth trying to stay in this relationship”? Chances are excellent your parents were permissive or perhaps too indulgent. In a word, they spoiled you, and now the little girl inside is deciding that she wants to pick up her marbles and go home.

Are you a loner? Are your best friends books? Or, if you are athletic, do you prefer individual sports such as jogging or bicycling? Perhaps you find yourself saying, “I don’t trust him, and I wish he’d stop acting so bossy, but what can I expect? Why would anybody really want to love me?”

If you show any of the above behaviors, more than likely you are a child from a punitive, neglectful, or rejecting situation. You have been abused physically and/or verbally, and in some cases, ignored totally or simply abandoned and handed on to someone else by parents who wanted nothing to do with you. It is no wonder you feel worthless and incapable of really trusting or loving anyone else completely. You were never loved as a child, and you can’t believe anybody would really want to love you now.

What Do You Do with That Little Girl Inside?

I realize it can be a bit frightening to be told you can’t change who you really are. My counseling case load includes many people who have been reared to have strong religious convictions or who have had a “born again” experience and have placed their faith in Christ. Conservative Christian teaching often emphasizes becoming “a completely new person” and that “the old has gone and the new has come.”4

And there is also the often-quoted line from the love chapter—1 Corinthians 13—in which Paul says, “When I was a child,  I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.”5

 It is possible to quote verses like these and claim that the “inner child of the past” is so much psychological gobbledygook.

But I have talked to enough patients who have been reared in Christian homes and who have established their own Christian homes to know even the most sincere believer does not magically change. The grain of the wood is set, and everyone struggles with his or her own grain throughout life. No one is perfect or totally mature.

When Paul says a believer in Christ is “a new creation,” I believe he means that now this person has new choices and responsibilities to live life according to the teachings and power promised through a new and dynamic relationship to God. You can, and should, put away “childish behavior,” but you can’t get rid of your inner child— that little girl who will always be part of you. Here is what you must do with your inner child:

Accept that little girl inside. Admit she is there and that she plays a key role in how you feel and what you think—your very perception of life. When you say, “I only count when I achieve and please others,” that’s your inner child talking. Remember, you learned your “I only count when . . .” life lines back in your childhood, not as an adult.

Set limits for that little girl inside. That little girl is part of you, but only part. You are now an adult and you are in charge—if you want to be. You can’t change the grain of your wood, but you can change your attitude. Above all, you can change how you act when something “goes against your grain”—when your inner child starts to fret, fume, and throw a tantrum.

The key principles for parenting the little girl inside of you are the same ones you should use in parenting your children. Use firm but loving guidelines as you discipline your child of the past the same way you discipline your three-year-old son or daughter:

Don’t belittle or bully your inner child, and don’t let the child do the same to you.

Don’t punish your little girl within. Instead, seek to discipline, train, and teach her. You can use many of the same Reality Discipline principles I recommend when counseling parents on child rearing. In my books, films, and seminars I explain how Reality Discipline makes children accountable and responsible for their actions.

I believe you can make your inner child accountable and responsible too. The process of maturity—growing up to be a whole adult—is to accept the “little girl” feelings you have deep inside. Respect these feelings, but don’t be dominated by them. Learn to live with them, but on your (adult) terms.

Keep in mind the sage wisdom of the person who said, “You can only be a child once, but you can be immature forever.” If you let that little girl inside of you run things, you will remain immature all your life. I often tell my patients, “You can’t just follow your feelings . . . you must use your head and discipline yourself cognitively— with your thoughts.”

The rest of this book will be devoted to helping you use cognitive self-discipline to handle that little girl inside of you—especially the little pleaser who is either trying to manipulate life or is finding herself manipulated and mistreated by life instead.

The difference between Reality Discipline and cognitive selfdiscipline is that Reality Discipline is a system for children (see my book Making Children Mind without Losing Yours). Cognitive self-discipline is a system for adults—especially pleasers.

How to Start Working with the Little Girl Inside 

Are you a product of a home where there was a lot of perfectionism, bossing, and authoritarian rule and behavior? Then the first thing you ought to do is watch for the times you start making demands on  yourself. Take smaller bites of life. Perfectionism is slow suicide. It’s time to tell that little girl inside you simply can’t please everyone.

Do you come from a home where there was a lot of punitive behavior and abuse, both physical and verbal? What you need to do is be more kind to yourself. Your tendency will be to talk to yourself in punishing and abusive ways:

“Can’t you ever learn, you idiot?”

“You never say the right thing in front of others.”

“You’re a failure—who wants to bother with you?”

“You’ll never amount to anything.”

“Why do you always make such a fool of yourself?”

Make a conscious effort to let your little girl inside know that this kind of talk won’t do. Tell yourself you are learning, you are valuable, and you are loved. Don’t even use terms such as “I am not stupid,” which still keeps planting negative ideas in your mind. Say instead, “I can handle this,” or, “That was great—more like the real me.”

Always talk about your good points, your strengths, and where you know you are achieving and growing. Practice the power of being a positive pleaser and try to please yourself for a change.

Did you come from an overindulgent home, or were your parents overly permissive? Maybe you find yourself trying to play the role of the manipulator. You may try to please your husband or your friends, but only to a point. If they cross you, you explode and literally throw tantrums of one kind or another. What you need to do is make more demands on yourself. Set limits on your impulsive nature. Above all, make a conscious effort to respect the rights and feelings of others.

Did you come from a home where you were neglected or even rejected? Did your father, in particular, pay little attention to you? Did he check out or become absent for one reason or another? Do you now find yourself married to a man who is acting the same way?

I counsel many women who grew up in malfunctioning homes where they had very negative impressions of what men are supposed to be like. Their fathers deserted them, abused them, or simply failed to communicate any warmth and affection. Incredibly, they seem to have found the very same kind of man for a husband. It’s almost as if they decide they don’t deserve anything else. Besides, this is familiar and more comfortable.

In other cases, the woman is a victim of a terrible paradox. She swears she will escape the father image she learned to despise as a child. She will never marry a man who even faintly resembles her father. But what she does not understand is that Daddy’s indelible imprint is not so easily washed out of his daughter. In many cases, she does wind up with a man who has many of her father’s characteristics—or who seems to develop them later. Only with maturity does a woman understand her need for a husband who is similar to her father. By then it is often too late.

What can you do if you are married to this kind of man— someone who is neglecting and even rejecting? We’ll talk about that in part 3, but for now remember that you can at least do little kindnesses for yourself. Do a little indulging of yourself when you can and, above all, absolutely refuse to buy into the critical abuse you are hearing from your spouse. This is his way of controlling, dominating, and crushing you to fulfill his own sick needs.

Do not engage in self-criticism. Tell yourself, “I am special. I have no need to be perfect or to prove my value. The grain of my wood is set, but it’s a beautiful grain and I am proud of it!”

Because I strongly emphasize the need to develop the spiritual aspect of life along with the mental, physical, and emotional sides, I am convinced that self-image is really a matter of faith. If you truly believe you are a creation of God—you are an original—there is a tremendous amount of comfort and support in that realization.

This chapter gives you what I call half the story on “why you are the way you are”—why you resort to pleasing behavior of one kind or another. The other half of who you are lies in your birth order—where you fit on your family tree. Your birth order can tell you a great deal about yourself and your pleasing or not-sopleasing ways. Are you an only child or first born? That can easily account for your perfectionism and why you are constantly trying to please the world by achieving standards that always seem just out of reach.

Are you a middle child? That could explain why you are always trying to mediate and be the peacemaker.

Are you a baby of the family? You, too, have your ways of being a pleaser, but you’re quite clever and devious about it.

Only child, first born, middle child, or baby—whatever you are has a lot to do with the kind of little girl you’re carrying around inside today. I’ll show you why in the next chapter.
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