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    “The Dutiful Worrier is an excellent self-help book. It provides extremely helpful strategies for leading a less anxious and more fulfilling life. Lucid and cleverly organized into sections that make it easy to read and understand, it draws on the thoughts and findings of outstanding clinicians and scholars. I enthusiastically endorse and recommend The Dutiful Worrier.“


    —Arnold A. Lazarus, PhD, ABPP, Distinguished Professor Emeritus in Clinical Psychology at Rutgers University and executive director of The Lazarus Institute in Skillman, NJ


    “Worry, no matter how good the reason, is not healthy. As Albert Ellis stated, ‘Worry is itself one of the most painful conditions.’ Elliot Cohen shows how to use a four-step process to identify, refute, replace, and monitor well-meaning worry. I recommend you follow this four-step program and learn to concentrate on actual troubles and not the imaginary ones.”


    —Jon Carlson, PsyD, EdD, Distinguished Professor in psychology and counseling at Governors State University in University Park, IL


    “A unique book that gets at the meta-cognition underlying people’s compulsive worry: the belief that they must keep obsessing about future possibilities so that somehow in their ruminating despair they will discover the perfect solution. In addition, Cohen’s book provides one of the clearest and most succinct demonstrations I’ve ever seen of the four-step process for identifying and changing irrational beliefs—a great general introduction to CBT.”


    —Janet L. Wolfe, PhD, former executive editor of the Albert Ellis Institute


    “If you are tired of sweating things that never happen, this highly informative book is for you. Use the exceptional ideas and exercises within to free yourself from worry and to unleash a happier, more productive you. This may be the last book you’ll need on defeating worry.”


    —William J. Knaus, EdD, author of The Cognitive Behavioral Workbook for Anxiety and End Procrastination Now

  


  
    [image: The Dutiful Worrier]

  


  
    Publisher’s Note


    This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance or counseling is needed, the services of a competent professional should be sought.


    Distributed in Canada by Raincoast Books


    Copyright © 2011 by Elliot D. CohenNew Harbinger Publications, Inc.5674 Shattuck AvenueOakland, CA 94609www.newharbinger.com


    Cover design by Amy Shoup


    Text design by Michele Waters-Kermes


    Acquired by Jess O’Brien


    Edited by Brady Kahn


    All Rights Reserved


    Printed in the United States of America


    epub ISBN: 978160882XXXX


    The Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition as:


    


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


    Cohen, Elliot D.


    The dutiful worrier : how to stop compulsive worry without feeling guilty / Elliot D. Cohen.


    p. cm.


    Includes bibliographical references.


    ISBN 978-1-57224-897-7 (pbk.) -- ISBN 978-1-57224-898-4 (pdf ebook)


    1. Worry. 2. Obsessive-compulsive disorder--Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Title.


    BF575.W8.C64 2011


    152.4’6--dc22


    2011005857

  


  
    In memory of Albert Ellis, Ph.D., friend, mentor, and inspiration.

  


  
    Contents


    Acknowledgments


    Introduction


    How Dutiful Worrying Undermines Your Happiness


    Four Steps to Overcoming Dutiful Worrying


    How to Identify Your Faulty Reasoning


    How to Find and Refute Your Reasoning Fallacies


    Taking a Rational Approach


    Cultivating Courage


    Respecting Yourself


    Attaining Serenity in an Imperfect World


    Making Moral Decisions


    Acting Instead of Worrying


    How to Stop Worrying Without Feeling Guilty


    References

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    Many of the ideas in this book are based on the work of the late, great Albert Ellis, the grandfather of cognitive behavioral therapy. Since the mid-1980s, when I first began to develop the therapeutic approach embedded in this book, Al was a friend, mentor, and inspiration. In addition to teaching me the mechanics of his therapy, he read my manuscripts, shared his ideas with me, and endorsed my books. His positive influences on my life and on the ideas contained in this book are inestimable.


    I would also like to thank my wife, Dr. Gale S. Cohen, a licensed mental health counselor, with whom I have discussed many of the ideas contained in this book. Having first met in high school, Gale and I have had a lifetime of collaboration, and my love, admiration, and appreciation for this beautiful woman continues to blossom.


    The ideas in this book have also evolved out of my work with clients, students, and colleagues. To these individuals, collectively and individually, I also owe a debt of gratitude.


    Finally, I would like to thank my editors at New Harbinger: Kayla Sussell, Jess Beebe, Jess O’Brien, and Brady Kahn. These incredibly talented professionals have provided invaluable editorial wisdom, insight, and guidance throughout the preparation of this book.

  


  
    Introduction


    Do you tell yourself that you must keep thinking about a perceived problem until you find a certain or nearly certain solution? Do you spend many hours of your life ruminating about these things? Do you feel guilty if you aren’t worrying? Do you sometimes think that things are too good and that there must be something further to worry about? Do you tend to think that your partner, family members, or friends must also worry along with you? If so, then you may be suffering from dutiful worrying. This type of chronic worrying, if left untreated, can take its toll on your personal happiness. Much like a drug or alcohol addiction, it can also disrupt the lives of other people, especially those with whom you live.


    Worrying is an uneasy state of consciousness about the possibility of a future unwanted event or state of affairs. The worrier perceives such negative future possibilities as being problematic, that is, as raising serious, unanswered questions: Is my mother going to recover from her illness? Will my son ever settle down? Will I be laid off? Will I ever find a mate? Thus, your mother might not recover, your son might not settle down, you might be laid off, and you might never find a mate.


    Worrying can be focused on what to do about such problems: What can I do to ensure that my mother gets adequate medical treatment? What can I do to help my son settle down? What can I do to avoid getting laid off? What can I do to find someone with whom I’m compatible? Dutiful worrying is this latter sort of what-to-do-about-it worrying.


    Such worrying is about unanswered questions you have, which, depending on how they’re answered, can negatively impact the welfare, interests, or needs of someone or other—often your loved ones. Such concerns about the welfare, interests, or needs of other people (even your family pet) are called moral problems. So, in a broad sense, dutiful worrying is about solving your (perceived) moral problems. Unfortunately, dutiful worrying is a self-defeating and inadequate way of trying to solve these problems. Indeed, as this book demonstrates, part of learning how to overcome your dutiful-worrying habit includes finding a better way to address your moral problems.


    Since dutiful worriers perceive that serious negative possibilities are at stake, they also feel immense pressure to prevent such negative outcomes. In fact, dutiful worriers commonly tell themselves that as long as there is something seriously wrong in their lives, they cannot allow themselves to be happy but must instead continue to ruminate and be upset until the situation is resolved. For example, a mother may not allow herself to have any peace if her child is ill. She tells herself that as long as he is suffering, she must also suffer.


    The word “worry” itself is derived from the Old English wyrgan, which means “to strangle.” The metaphor of strangulation is a fitting beginning for the modern use of the term, which signifies a troubled or uneasy state of consciousness.


    All worrying is inherently negative and involves ruminating about something you perceive to be extremely bad, which is a sort of emotional self-strangulation. In this respect, worrying is always unhelpful but is unlikely to do serious damage unless it is chronic. So you might get upset if a loved one is late, and worry for a bit, only to stop worrying when he arrives home safe and sound. Although unhelpful, this sort of worrying is relatively benign as long as it does not become excessive. On the other hand, dutiful worrying tends to be chronic worrying. That is, it involves a habit of worrying, which in the long run can take its toll on your happiness.


    Why It’s Hard to Quit


    Dutiful worrying can be distinguished from other forms of worrying and anxiety by virtue of the connection between worry and guilt. If you dutifully worry, you feel guilty when you try to stop worrying and therefore think that you have to worry. This is why such guilt-driven worry (which might also be called guilty worrying) is less likely to be treated than other forms of worrying. Dutiful worriers mistake it for a way of life that is not only acceptable but also morally incumbent on them. That is, you think that if you didn’t worry about and try to control what might happen, you would be acting irresponsibly and therefore would be a bad person. So, although people who dutifully worry invariably experience severe, debilitating stress, they see this as the personal sacrifice they must make in order to do the right thing and be good, or at least not bad, people.


    This way of thinking can dispose you to a persistent and vicious cycle of stress. There is usually something you could find wrong on which to fixate and ruminate, and when one problem is “resolved,” it’s not long before another problem can be perceived, and so the agonizing, painstaking worry typically continues on and on. And if someone close to you resists putting life on hold in order to give her undivided attention to the issue at hand, you may feel frustrated: “Don’t you even care?”


    As a result, dutiful worrying can take its toll on your interpersonal relationships, including your marriage, your relationship with your children, and your friends. People who dutifully worry typically live in pressure cookers, where a slow boil can suddenly speed up. Even when life seems relatively peaceful, there is still, for family members, the expectation that it won’t last. And it usually doesn’t!


    Many dutiful worriers love their family members so much that they think they must worry about their welfare and that they are bad people if they don’t. However, such thinking can be self-defeating. Maybe my husband will have a heart attack unless I worry about him at all times, you say to yourself. Indeed, one way to increase the nervous tension in the household is to make your husband the object of your worry! Such added stress is good for neither you nor your loved ones.


    Why You Should Stop Worrying


    If you are a dutiful worrier, please don’t conclude from this that you should overcome your dutiful worrying for the sake of your loved ones. Take care not to displace your worrying onto the welfare of others. Far from addressing your dutiful worrying, you will then have found a new outlet for it and further solidified your habit!


    I urge you to overcome your dutiful worrying for your own sake. The people close to you will benefit as well. But to overcome your worrying, you must first accept that you have this problem. Denial of it can be a major hurdle.


    As mentioned, dutiful worrying is different from other forms of worrying, for the worrier sees his worrying as a moral duty and therefore does not immediately recognize that anything needs to change. Until you recognize and accept that your worrying is a problem, you are unlikely to ever change. That’s right—not ever—because you will believe that all the anguish you have piled onto yourself and your loved ones is part of what you must do.


    As you will see, dutiful (or guilty) worrying is characterized by irrational thinking. This book will show you what this pattern of thinking looks like, explain just why it’s irrational, and help you to identify and overcome it in yourself. This book provides a four-step program to reduce your self-imposed stress and offers exercises and homework assignments that will help you defeat the chronic and debilitating habit of dutiful worrying.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    How Dutiful Worrying Undermines Your Happiness


    If you are a dutiful worrier, then chances are you spend much of your life ruminating about problems and feeling guilty when you try to stop. In this way, dutiful worrying excludes and crowds out constructive activities. Take, for example, the case of a client named Jenna.


    Jenna’s Story


    Jenna was a forty-year-old working mom who confided that she was having trouble meeting her responsibilities at work and was on the verge of being fired because she found herself filling up the hours of her workday ruminating about her personal problems instead of getting her assignments done. Jenna was less concerned about losing her job than she was about these other problems.


    One of her children, a fifth-grader named Tommy, was getting into fights at school with other children and had been talking back to his parents and having temper tantrums at home. While Tommy had been seeing the school psychologist for over a month, his behavior did not appear to be improving.


    So Jenna sat at her desk and for hours each day ruminated about her son’s problems, trying to find “the right” approach to dealing with him. For Jenna, life was a dark tunnel in which she was trapped, and it was up to her to find a way out. If she didn’t, then life could not go on, at least not in any meaningful way. So, she “just had to” worry, for the sake of her family, to find a way out of this dire situation. She believed that otherwise there might be terrible consequences and she would have let her family down.


    So, as she perceived it, she had a solemn duty to worry and to keep worrying until, somehow in her ruminating despair, she would discover the perfect or near-perfect solution.


    Jenna did not see any way out of this dark tunnel. If she tried to stop worrying, she would incur the wrath of her guilt. This guilt would rear its ugly head in fleeting thoughts that kept her in bondage to her worry: What kind of mother are you to abandon your own son? Don’t you love your little boy enough to anguish over him? How could you live with yourself if something happened to him?


    Not only did Jenna immerse herself in worry, but she also expected her husband to do the same. As she saw it, he too had a duty to worry about their child. After all, he was Tommy’s father. How could he take his eye off the ball at a time like this when his own flesh and blood needed his help? What kind of father could do that?


    So conceived, it’s no wonder that Jenna felt overwhelmed by her personal problems and was unable to concentrate at work under such stressful conditions.


    Can you sympathize with how Jenna was feeling? “Oh, I understand that feeling,” you might say. “I’ve been there before, myself. I know just how she felt.” True enough, but be careful, for it is one thing to have sympathy for someone who is going through difficult times and quite another thing to say that what this person is doing about her situation (namely, worrying herself sick instead of doing her work) is rational or helpful.


    Guilt and Worry


    Let me be blunt. There simply is no moral duty to worry yourself into an early grave when you have problems, real or imagined. So there’s really no reason to feel guilty about not worrying. That’s right. I said no reason, because guilt always arises from the perception of having done something morally wrong. When someone feels guilty, she feels bad about having violated some moral principle, about having breached a duty of some kind. But when you have a problem, you do not have a moral duty to torment yourself with worry. So there is literally nothing to feel guilty about when you refuse to worry.


    While there appear to be biological factors that predispose people toward worrying, dutiful worrying always involves a choice. In fact, the root of dutiful worrying lies in a moral decision. Dutiful worrying involves an earnest although self-defeating attempt to do the right thing. People who are dutiful worriers choose to worry, and do so because they perceive that worrying is a moral imperative. Thus Jenna tried to justify her worrying by claiming that her personal problems took priority over her work. But Jenna had a choice. She didn’t have to worry. She could choose to do her work and keep her job. In the end, this was the choice she did, in fact, make. But before she did, the needless stress she created by worrying took its toll.


    Faulty Moral Reasoning


    Dutiful worrying involves self-defeating moral reasoning, or moral decision-making. As you will see, moral decisions are about what to do when someone’s welfare, interests, or needs, (including your own) are at stake. Self-defeating moral reasoning is moral reasoning that backfires. It doesn’t advance anyone’s positive welfare, interests, or needs, but instead makes things worse.


    Thus, Jenna made a moral decision when she decided to ruminate instead of doing her work. But it’s not rocket science to see that Jenna’s moral decision was a self-defeating one. She helped no one and just made things worse for herself and the rest of her family.


    So why in the name of goodness would anyone make such a self-defeating decision? It defies rationality. But that’s just it. Such moral reasoning is irrational.


    When thinking is irrational, you can say it contains fallacies. A fallacy is a way of thinking or reasoning that tends to be self-defeating; that is, it has a proven track record of frustrating personal and interpersonal happiness. Dutiful worrying is chock-full of fallacies.


    Confronting Your Distorted Thinking


    Some people go through a lifetime not realizing that the key to their unhappiness is their distorted thinking. They rely on certain habits of thinking to make life choices, never questioning them and never realizing that these ways of thinking are irrational.


    Some other people come to see that their thinking contains fallacies and that they are being irrational, yet they continue to make irrational decisions. As you will see, realizing that you are thinking irrationally is only a start; you will have to do more work to overcome the fallacies in your thinking. You may say, “I have no fallacies in my thinking.” The truth is that if you are human, you are fallible. In fact, it’s a fallacy to think that you are perfect and have no fallacies. Give up that fallacious idea, and you will be more likely to make progress in overcoming your fallacies. It’s okay to admit that you’re imperfect and the world is imperfect. It’s an excellent place to start.


    Three Primary Fallacies


    If you are a dutiful worrier, then you definitely have fallacies in your moral reasoning. In fact, there are three primary fallacies that typically feed chronic, dutiful, worrying reasoning. These fallacies may go by different names, but let’s call them losing-control anxiety, self-damnation, and dutiful perfectionism. This destructive threesome can lead you to worry chronically, distract you from your real duties, and destroy the quality of your interpersonal relationships.


    Take a look at this reasoning: If I don’t worry about my problem, I won’t be able to control what happens, and something awful might happen. Then it would be my fault and make me a bad person. So I just have to keep worrying about it. Does this sound familiar? Does it sound like you?


    Such dutiful worrying is control-centered. It arises from anxiety about being unable to control the course of future events. This self-defeating series of fallacies typically consists of two premises that piggyback on each other and lead to a perceived duty to worry, as follows:


    
      	“If I don’t keep worrying until I’m certain that I’ve found the best [perfect or near-perfect] solution to my problem, I might fail to control the situation, and something awful might happen.” (losing-control anxiety)


      	“Then it would be my fault for having let it happen, which would make me a bad person.” (self-damnation)


      	“So I have a moral duty to keep worrying until I’m certain that I’ve found the best solution to my problem.” (dutiful perfectionism)

    


    Do you see how the first two thoughts lead to the conclusion? Do you see how you may try to use these two premises to build a moral case for keeping yourself in a state of agitation? First you focus on the possibility that something awful could happen if you don’t figure out for sure how best to control the situation. Second, you tell yourself how you would be at fault for having let this awful thing take place and, therefore, would be a bad person. Thus, you come to the conclusion that you must keep searching until you are sure that you’ve come up with the perfect (or near-perfect) solution to your perceived problem. So, motivated to avoid the guilt of messing up and being a bad person, you believe you have a moral duty to solve your problem. A perfect solution (if one were possible) would be risk free. It would allow you to control the world exactly the way you want it to be. In applying such perfectionist logic, you demand certainty that your solution will work; there can be no room for slip-ups, no room for being human.


    Like Atlas holding up the world, control-centered dutiful worrying demands more than what is humanly possible. It exacts its price in the failure to realize that you are but a finite being with limited powers and resources. This moral argument requires that you use yourself up and wear yourself out attempting to control things.


    So if you are a dutiful worrier, then you are a perfectionist who lives in an imperfect world. How stressful!


    Types of Dutiful Worriers


    You may be a dutiful worrier who is not self-damning. Indeed, there is a difference between doing something wrong and being a bad person. Good people can make mistakes. The guilt you experience may result more from your perception of having done something wrong than from a perception that you are bad or unworthy. Some dutiful worriers think they must deprive themselves of happiness and make themselves suffer when something goes wrong: If I don’t keep worrying and making myself unhappy about what’s wrong, then that would mean I didn’t care enough about it, and then I’d be a bad person. So I have to keep worrying and making myself unhappy until the problem is resolved.


    Maybe a loved one is having a problem. Perhaps your child is being bullied at school and is distraught about it. Do you tell yourself that you just can’t allow yourself to be happy as long as this matter is unresolved—that you would be a bad parent if you didn’t worry? Dutiful worriers with these self-sacrificial ideas demand that the world be perfect, or near perfect, before they can stop worrying. If this describes you, you will grow old worrying (if you don’t worry yourself to death sooner), because you will always find something you will perceive to be flawed enough to worry about. Fortunately, this prognosis can change if you give up your dutiful worrying.


    To see just where you stand, take the following dutiful-worrying inventory.


    [image: The Dutiful-Worrying Inventory table]


    Jenna’s Story (Continued)


    To return to Jenna’s story, these are the spectacles through which Jenna perceived the world. She told herself that if she didn’t find an airtight way to help her son, his misconduct would continue to escalate and eventually he would turn to crime and end up in prison. This fiasco would be her fault for not having tried harder to help her son in his formative years. What a terrible person she would be then, and how could she live with herself now if she didn’t sacrifice her happiness on the altar of chronic worry in order to foreclose such untoward future possibilities?


    Jenna was indeed at her wit’s end when she began therapy. What she wanted was someone to tell her what to do about her son’s behavior. She was also upset that her husband didn’t seem nearly as troubled about the matter as she was. She saw nothing wrong with her thinking and was surprised when she was told that her biggest problem was not the problem she was trying to solve but rather the way she was going about trying to solve it.


    People who dutifully worry typically don’t know they are doing it. Their moral reasoning seems impeccable to them. It’s all so simple and seductive. The fallacies in Jenna’s thinking seemed to her to be only common sense. Common, yes, but sense? No.


    Fortunately, Jenna did come to see the errors in her thinking. And only then did she find a solution to her son’s problem. When she gave up her perceived duty to upset herself, she was able to make some headway. It turned out that Jenna’s dutiful worrying was a part of the problem. When Jenna stopped telling herself that she had a duty to upset herself about Tommy’s behavior, she was more relaxed and Tommy was more eager to discuss things with her. As a result, rapport between the two began to improve, and Tommy’s behavior began to improve.


    In this book, you will have the opportunity to keep a journal as you reflect on your worrying and respond to the different exercises. The following exercise will help you begin to examine your worrying habits.


    Exercise: Start to Look at Your Worrying


    Take out a pen or pencil and answer the following questions:


    
      	Has worrying ever strained your relationship with a significant other, made it difficult to enjoy the company of another, relax, have fun?


      	Do you think your primary relationship might be better if you didn’t worry quite as much as you do?


      	What are some of the things you worry about? Do these perceived problems seem to fall into certain categories, for example, problems with the kids, work-related problems, health-related problems?

    


    Dutiful worriers do not necessarily worry about everything, so becoming familiar with your specific worry zones can be constructive for addressing them.


    The Guilt Trap


    If you are a dutiful worrier, you have unfortunately made yourself a slave to debilitating worry. This kind of slavery is perpetuated by irrational guilt arising from your perception that it is your duty to worry. In short, you continue to worry because you would feel so guilty if you didn’t worry.


    Molly’s Story


    Consider Molly, a single parent who was having problems meeting men. She confided having experienced strong feelings of guilt for taking any time away from trying to increase her household income. She had told herself that she had to increase her cash flow for the sake of her child, who had special needs. So, one Saturday night, she cancelled a date with a handsome suitor and instead stayed at home feverishly surfing the Net into the wee hours for possible financial opportunities. Not surprisingly, every opportunity she found carried too much risk and was far from ideal. The more she strained to find the answer to her prayers, the more disillusioned and frustrated she became.


    Molly had wanted to go out and enjoy herself that Saturday night. She was attracted to the man who had asked her out and hoped that he would call again. Unfortunately, he never did. What kept her at home was her gnawing guilt, which stemmed from the perception that she was required to focus on solving her financial problem. It could not wait until tomorrow because by then she might have missed a critical opportunity. She just had to stay at home. Caving in to her desires would have been an act of betrayal. It would have been a selfish indulgence at the expense of providing a solution to the problem at hand. How could she look for romance at a time like this? How could she flirt? What would happen if he wanted to come back to her place? Knowing that her son was in his room asleep, trusting her with his life, how could she let him down like that? No, she was trapped, destined to be miserable and unhappy.


    Indeed, for the dutiful worrier, executing the moral duty to worry can be very stressful. But notice that it is your worrying, not your circumstances, that causes you stress. You have reasoned yourself into a corner. You have chosen to believe faulty premises and have drawn the conclusion that you must worry. Moreover, you think that placing yourself and family members under such stress is what you must do to avoid feeling guilty or being a bad person. But this reasoning is flawed.


    What you really need to do is to stop your dutiful worrying and free yourself from your self-imposed bondage. The next chapter discusses a four-step program for doing just that!

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Four Steps to Overcoming Dutiful Worrying


    Dutiful worrying is propelled by a perfectionistic sense of moral duty—a pseudo duty—and a guilty conscience. Guilt prevents you from deviating from this pseudo duty and keeps you in a constant state of emotional stress. Accordingly, you can address your guilt by learning how to think more constructively about morality. This involves giving up your false sense of moral duty and replacing it with a sense of duty that is more rational and realistic.


    This chapter introduces four basic steps toward liberating yourself from dutiful worrying: identifying the faulty reasoning that drives your worrying; refuting that faulty reasoning; replacing it with a rational perspective; and using your willpower to choose not to worry. Later chapters will cover each of these steps in more detail.


    Step 1: Identify Your Faulty Reasoning


    When you are in the midst of dutiful worrying, you are likely to have fleeting thoughts like the following: How can I relax? That would be terrible. It’d be my fault. What kind of person would I be then? These thoughts are like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle; it may not seem clear to you how they fit together. Putting them together involves identifying the premises and conclusion of the faulty reasoning that is driving you to worry relentlessly. This would be a formidable task without an understanding of how your faulty reasoning works, but happily you have already seen in chapter 1 how your worrying usually follows a certain pattern.


    A Template for Faulty Reasoning


    Again, the three primary fallacies in your thinking (losing-control anxiety, self-damnation, and dutiful perfectionism) operate as the following two premises and conclusion:


    
      	“If I don’t keep worrying until I’m certain that I’ve found the best (perfect or near-perfect) solution to my problem, I might fail to control the situation and something awful might happen.” (losing-control anxiety)


      	“Then it would be my fault for having let it happen, which would make me a bad person.” (self-damnation)


      	“So I have a moral duty to keep worrying until I’m certain that I’ve found the best solution to my problem.” (dutiful perfectionism)

    


    This pattern is a template you can use to identify your faulty reasoning whenever you are dutifully worrying. The three primary fallacies in this reasoning are concisely defined in the following table.


    [image: The Dutiful-Worrying Fallacies table]


    Again, dutiful worrying arises out of your anxiety about not being able to control what will happen in the future. In fact, anxiety always involves apprehensiveness about the future, and the object of your worry is always a possible negative future event or state of affairs.


    It is largely uncertainty about the future that fuels dutiful worrying. You commit the first fallacy when you want the future to be certain; you want a guarantee that awful things won’t happen, and so you try to prevent them by worrying excessively. But, realistically, this won’t work. Predictions about the future are inherently probabilistic and tentative. Ask any self-respecting meteorologist.


    Why People Worry


    If dutiful worrying is irrational, why do you do it in the first place? Here is a hypothesis. If you are a dutiful worrier, you are uncomfortable in a world where there is probability instead of certainty. You want to be sure that bad things won’t happen, so you transmute this desire into a demand to control the future. You want yourself and the people you care about to be free and clear of poisonous insects, murder, rape, drug addiction, embezzlers, burglary, mass destruction, automobile accidents, homelessness, cancer, or whatever is your particular set of boogeymen or things that go bump in the night.


    You dread these things. So you exaggerate their probabilities. Spurred on by the fear of losing control, you exaggerate the likelihood of events you fear the most and catapult them into serious prospects. You then anoint them with words like “terrible,” “horrible,” and “awful” and dedicate yourself to slaying these demons before they strike.


    So there you are, feeling like the fate of the universe is in your hands, like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, watching at every turn for these suckers to make their move. But you must make sure that you don’t screw up because, as you perceive it, the stakes are incredibly high—awful things might happen if you aren’t careful and in control at all times. So you need to be on guard at every moment, making sure that you don’t miss a cue. You must be perfect.


    And what if you did screw up? Well, then you would be a failure, for you would have fallen asleep on duty. How then could you stand to look at yourself in the mirror?


    Therefore, you must always be on guard. This is your destiny—to worry yourself into an early grave. For at least then you will not be guilty as charged.


    Step 2: Refute the Fallacies in Your Thinking


    But none of this thinking is remotely rational. It is a tall tale fabricated from the sludge of fallacies. Fortunately you can refute the fallacies in your reasoning. This means keying in to why losing-control anxiety, self-damnation, and dutiful perfectionism are irrational and self-defeating. For example, dutiful perfectionism always involves a demand for certainty or near certainty. However, anything we know through the senses is always subject to the possibility of disconfirmation and is never certain. Even the laws of physical science are at most highly probable. Everything else under the sun, no less predicting the future, is far less probable than such natural laws. So if you want an airtight solution to your problem, you are not going to find it this side of the heaven/earth divide, no matter how much time you spend ruminating over a perceived problem. This means that it is plainly irrational to demand certainty.


    Why You Should Stop Being Afraid


    Fear feeds the fires of dutiful worrying; it is a fear of slipping up, of not being able to control the outcome. But you can’t control everything, no matter how much you spin your wheels, and it is self-defeating to try. Indeed, since you don’t have control of everything, it makes no sense to fear losing it.


    You can make reasonable efforts to control events, but this doesn’t eliminate the possibility that your children might get sick, you might get rear-ended in traffic, your flight might be cancelled, your lover could turn out to be two-timing you, you could get sick on your vacation, or your new car might turn out to be a lemon. It is rational to want these things not to happen, but it is irrational to demand or require that they not happen. They may still happen, regardless of what you want. Such is reality. It is imperfect. But it can still be sublimely imperfect.


    Exercise: Look at the Effects of Worryingon Your Conscious Life


    Many people who are guilty worriers will feel guilty about not worrying, for there may always be something to worry about that they are overlooking. This is a common symptom of anxiety about losing control. Do you experience such guilt? How often? Are there times when you feel worry-free and unencumbered, or is your stream of consciousness largely taken up with worrying and worrying about not worrying? Record the answers to these questions in your journal.


    Now, imagine that you very rarely worry, and compare this to your current conscious life. Assuming these two states are significantly different, make a list of the pros and cons for each way of life. Which state would you prefer? Try to be objective.


    Do you ever find yourself looking for things to worry about? If so, ask yourself if there is any rational justification for doing this.


    Often worriers magnify risks and then go on to catastrophize about them. “Am I going to die?” you ask, after learning that the milk you just drank expired two days ago. Well, probably not. Of course, it’s not impossible, but it’s very, very unlikely.


    Exercise: Examine Your Catastrophic Thinking


    Recall at least two or three experiences where you catastrophized about a possible event and worried about it taking place. Write about these experiences in your journal. In each case, what evidence did you have for thinking that the things you feared would actually happen? Did they happen? Can you see how you can be your own worst enemy by blowing things out of proportion?


    Why Making Mistakes Doesn’t Make You Bad


    Damning yourself may sound like a natural thing to do if you mess up. What a dumbass I am, you think, after you send an e-mail to your boss that has a glaring typo in his first name (you called him “Blob” instead of “Bob”). Why didn’t I proofread that message before I hit the send key! I have to be the biggest loser in the world. But it is a fallacy to think that making mistakes makes you a bad person. There is no “biggest loser in the world.” That’s because no human being is or can be perfect. People mess up. So you can stop telling yourself that you’d be a bad person if you failed to prevent something bad from happening because you didn’t worry enough. Instead, you can tell yourself you’d be only human. Indeed, if making mistakes made you a bad person, then every last one of us would be bad.


    Exercise: Look at Your Self-Damning Thoughts


    Have you damned yourself lately? Have you damned anyone else? Make a list of the words you have used to damn yourself or others. Damning language is usually highly emotive and lacking in descriptive content. For example, calling yourself a “worthless piece of garbage” describes nothing factual about you. Be on the lookout for your use of such empty, self-defeating, demoralizing language.


    If you catastrophize about not being able to control the course of future events (and then tell yourself what a loser you’d be if you let such a catastrophe happen because you failed to worry enough), then you will have made your case for having a moral duty to worry. But this case would have been made on the back of fallacious thinking that has a long-standing track record of frustrating personal and interpersonal happiness. Moral duties are not supposed to be self-defeating and destructive of human happiness. They are supposed to promote the welfare, interests, and needs of human beings.


    How Being a Dutiful Worrier Stresses You


    Keeping yourself in a suspended state of worrying until you’ve found that perfect solution helps neither you nor anyone else. First, your dutiful perfectionism can never be realized in this imperfect world. Second, such a demand for perfection works in reverse by creating counterproductive emotional stress. When you are stressed, the blood in your body goes to your brain so that you have more brainpower, right? Wrong. It goes to your gross muscles and away from your brain, thereby delivering less oxygen to your brain and making it harder for you to think efficiently. Dutiful worrying makes it harder to think.


    Exercise: Examine Your Perceived Duty to Worry


    Make a list of things that you think you have moral duties to do. That is, make a list of what you think you need to do to promote the welfare, interests, or needs of yourself and the people you care about. Now make a second list of things you believe you have a duty to worry about. Are there differences between your respective lists? What are they? Are there any similarities? What are they? Are there any general conclusions you can draw from this comparison?


    The preceding exercises have given you some initial practice at refuting the fallacies in your dutiful-worrying reasoning. Chapter 4 will cover this step in greater detail.


    Step 3: Take a Rational Approach


    As a dutiful worrier, you see many of the defects in nature without seeing many of the good things and the larger picture of which the perceived problem is but only a part. You magnify dangers, ruminate over them, and try to control them. But you do not have to do any of this. Happily, there are more constructive things you can do. As you will see, you can apply rational antidotes to correct and overcome your irrational thinking.


    You will need to replace the fallacies in your thinking with a rational, realistic perspective. Taking such a perspective means having rational goals or aspirations that keep you on the straight and narrow. First, it will take courage to face your problems instead of catastrophizing about them. Second, you will learn that, as a human being, you have value that does not depend on how useful you are to others or on how well you perform. You can thus transcend your self-damning tendency and aspire toward unconditional self-respect. And third, you can replace your dutiful perfectionism with serenity as you develop more realistic expectations about yourself and the world.


    Indeed, in place of each of the respective fallacies that define dutiful worrying is a moral virtue, an ideal that you can use to make rational choices. The following table lists each of the fallacies and its respective moral virtue:


    [image: The Moral Virtues]


    Courage, unconditional self-respect, and serenity take you above and beyond your dutiful-worrying fallacies. That is, they not only lead you to stop committing these fallacies, they also provide standards of what it means to live well. For example, having courage not only helps to relieve your losing-control anxiety, it also sets a standard of excellence in confronting the challenges of everyday life.


    When people have such ideals to aim for, they are more likely to overcome their behavioral and emotional issues. And what’s so exciting about striving for these moral virtues is that it presents a challenge. There will always be room for honing your skills, working toward attaining higher and higher reaches of human excellence. But again, this is human excellence, not that of God. It won’t give you superhuman powers. What it will do, however, is set you on a clear path toward acting rationally in the face of fear, respecting yourself as a person, and having realistic expectations in this imperfect world. And that’s a lot.


    These virtues are habits in the sense that you will learn to think, feel, and act, on a regular basis, in ways that are in line with a particular virtue. You can improve on each of these habits through practice, but you can also backslide if you don’t work hard. Just what are you getting yourself into when you set your sights on attaining these moral virtues? To get started, here are brief snapshots of the three virtues.


    Courage


    Having courage means being in the habit of facing adversity without under- or overestimating the danger. It means following the golden mean of being neither too afraid nor too unafraid of dangers and therefore acting according to the merits of the situation. If you are courageous, you will recognize that there are degrees of bad (as well as good) things and that terms like “terrible,” “horrible,” and “awful” should not be thrown around frivolously. When you act courageously, you will see that even when bad things happen, they could always be worse. Being courageous means learning from your misfortunes, using them as an opportunity for personal growth, and taking reasonable risks so you can live well. It also means rationally confronting the fact that you can’t control everything.


    Unconditional Self-Respect


    Unconditional self-respect is self-acceptance based on an understanding and appreciation of human worth and dignity. To accept yourself unconditionally is not the same as accepting or rationalizing away your misdeeds. Instead, it means distinguishing the doer from the deed and being prepared to admit you’ve done something wrong without condemning yourself. If you have unconditional self-respect, you will also have unconditional respect for others. Just as you would not sink your own dignity in a degrading array of dirty names, you would avoid the same in your treatment of other people. Self-respect is accordingly a cornerstone to a healthy, functional, interpersonal relationship. Cultivating it helps you to live happily with others and with yourself.


    Serenity


    Serenity involves a healthy acceptance of reality. It means having a realistic understanding and appreciation of what you can and cannot expect from the world. If you possess this moral virtue, then you will accept that we all have limitations and are fallible. Thus you won’t demand certainty, omniscience, or control over what’s not in your power. You also will be able to accept disappointment. As a serene person, you may have great goals, aspirations, and dreams, but while you can hope, you will be realistic enough not to demand that they come true. Moreover, although you will be aware of what’s wrong in your life or the world, you will also affirm what’s positive in your experience and won’t get bogged down in the negative.


    Exercise: Prime Up for the Virtues


    For each moral virtue described above—courage, unconditional self-respect, and serenity—describe at least one example of something that you have done or plan to do that illustrates that virtue. For example, have you shown courage by taking a calculated risk and not worrying yourself sick over your decision? Have you shown unconditional self-respect by giving yourself permission to make a mistake instead of berating yourself for it? Have you illustrated serenity by making a conscious decision to avoid trying to control something that really wasn’t in your power to control, such as what others might think of you?


    What do you think you might do to aspire toward becoming more courageous, unconditionally self-respectful, and serene? You may want to record your ideas in your journal.


    You will have ample opportunity in later chapters to work on these virtues.


    Step 4: Use Your Willpower to Stop Worrying


    The final and crucial step for overcoming dutiful worrying is to exercise your willpower in line with moral virtue. This is where practice will make you better (if not perfect) at controlling your tendency to guiltily worry. Even if you know that your worrying is irrational and out of sync with what is morally virtuous, you are still likely to tend toward worrying and feeling guilty if you try to stop, for it is probably an old habit.


    Here, you will have to work on changing your behavior as well as your thinking. For example, it won’t be enough to tell yourself that your persistent habit of worrying is irrational. You will also have to stop yourself from worrying and to force yourself to direct your attention to more constructive activities.


    You can actually feel your willpower at work when you know that what you are thinking or planning to do is irrational and you stop yourself from doing it. We have all had this sense at some points in our lives. It is perceived as a sort of internal struggle. For example, you feel like giving your boss a piece of your mind because he has not given you that raise he promised you. But you also know that your current situation would be better than being unemployed in a repressed job market. So, when you feel yourself about to open your mouth and utter the fatal words “Take this job and shove it,” you hold yourself back and refrain from uttering them. This is an example of willpower. The more you practice it, the stronger your willpower muscle will get.


    Your final goal will be to get yourself to stop worrying and feel no guilt about it. The four-step program described here aims at helping you attain this goal through cognitive exercises as well as a gradual regimen of behavioral assignments aimed at strengthening your willpower.


    For now, you can begin to stop your worrying even if you do feel guilty. Even this is a big step.


    Exercise: Flex Your Willpower Muscle


    You can easily find ways to practice using willpower in the course of everyday life. For example, did you ever try to stop yourself cold from eating your favorite food? Try it out. You can be creative in fulfilling this assignment. Suppose you are in the nacho chip–eating mode, shoveling one chip into your mouth after another. Now stop! Close up the bag and walk away, and save yourself from shoveling another thousand grams of fat into your arteries. The key is to simply find things that you tend to do but know you shouldn’t do, and stop yourself from doing them. The more you can do this, the better.


    If you are like most people who dutifully worry, you will tend to be self-sacrificing. That is, you will be inclined to do things for others but neglect yourself. So as a behavioral assignment, think of something you are disinclined to do, but would like to do and then make yourself do it. Maybe you’ve told yourself it would be selfish to buy that expensive pair of shoes you’ve been eyeing for months. Force yourself to buy them anyway. Being happy is not about torturing yourself with guilty worry. Life can be fun. Go out and do something you would enjoy. Tell yourself that it’s part of your anti–guilty- and dutiful-worry therapy. It is.


    This chapter has given you an overview of the four steps for overcoming dutiful worrying. It’s time to look at each of these steps more carefully and strengthen your ability to implement them. The next chapter will help you take the first step: to identify the faulty thinking at the root of your dutiful worrying.
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