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Address That Stress 

What we will explore in this handout is the connection between thinking and stress.  We will discuss 

how irrational thought processes work, why people with irrational reactions to stress and events 

cause long term poor outcomes, how irrational thinking may have developed, and exercises to use 

to combat irrational thought and placing you on the road to a more rational life.  First, let’s discuss 

what irrational thought is.  

 

 

 

Addressing irrational thought means does not mean you need to lie on a couch seeking deep insight 

into what makes you tick, in fact, that’s a waste of time.  Simply, our attitudes, our beliefs and our 

thoughts are the things that create problems for us, not events that occur.   As humans, we assign 

meanings to things.   

Let’s take a for instance: 

As a child, the brown dog named Coco at the end of the block 

chased you every time he saw you.  One time, he even bit you.  

It happened many times, but not all the time, but you still 

feared walking that way.  You may even have developed a fear 

of brown dogs in general.   

Soon, just the sight of a brown dog, or the name Coco, or a 

fence that looks like the one at the end of the block creates 

levels of anxiety for you. 

The truth is that not all brown dogs, nor fences or even things named Coco will chase and bite you -

--- but the thoughts are still there.  Understanding how thoughts create feelings are important.   We 

will discuss this a bit later. 

Addressing irrational thought is part of a group of techniques called Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapies (CBT).   CBT encourages is that people using this technique examine their own 

philosophy of life.  Everyone has a different philosophy ---- goals, values, beliefs ---- and it is these 

things that create positive and negative outcomes for us. 

CBT tells us that even though you may have been brought up in a family where irrational behaviors 

were prevalent or lived with someone with serious mental or physical illness or may have been 

traumatized by any number of events, you can change your thinking. This is not to discount what 

may have happened to you, but to help you understand that what happened is in the past is the past 

and you now have choice, and you can exercise those choices and have a hand in your own 

outcomes. 

The Core of Irrational Thought 
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Will you make mistakes?  Absolutely.  If irrational thought is a problem, will stress still happen?  

Probably.   But what is important is that you begin to accept and understand that you have limitations.  

In fact, that merely by being human, you have limitations.  And so do others who surround you --- 

your friends, loved ones, co-workers , bosses and on and on. 

Life tells us that some of the things we have learned while growing up have really hurt us by raising 

our levels of expectations.  One of those things, such as the concept of  “self-esteem”, is not helpful 

to realizing who we can fully be as a human being.  This is because self-esteem can be dependent 

upon others.  Think about it, you receive a certificate from a teacher or your boss for accomplishing 

a task and you have a “high” self-esteem moment, yet you hear that same person say something 

negative about you and you feel bad – “low” self-esteem. 

Rational thought focuses on acceptance and not esteem.  This includes: 

• Unconditional Self-Acceptance (USA) where you rate your behavior and not who you 

are as a human being. 

• Unconditional Other Acceptance (UOA) where you rate what others do but not judge 

them personally. 

Rational thinking is the most important part of avoiding extremes in emotions and outcomes.  When 

we think rationally, this does not mean we are robotic or like Mr. Spock on Star Trek.  Rational 

thinking merely implies that we reflect preferences rather than demands, become more flexible, be 

realistic and understand that rational thinking is functional, helpful, and useful in our day to day living.  

More on this later. 

 

 

 

Although the past need not complicate our present, it is the reason that we think the way we do.  

Understanding how we make choices, how our thinking process works, and why we make have so 

many irrational thoughts followed by irrational emotions and in the end, experience some negative 

consequences. 

 

 

 

To define perceptions, perception is the process of acquiring, interpreting, selecting, and organizing 

sensory information.  Human perception depends on the senses. The classical five senses are sight, 

hearing, smell, taste and touch. Along with these there are at least four other senses: proprioception 

(body awareness), equilibrioception (balance), thermoception (heat) and nociception (pain). 

Where the Seeds Are Planted 

Perceptions 

http://www.wordiq.com/definition/The_senses
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Information
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Sense
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Sight
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Hearing_%28sense%29
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Olfaction
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Taste
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Touch
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Proprioception
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Equilibrioception
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Thermoception
http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Nociception
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So, is it any wonder why those who have been through traumas such as sexual and physical abuse 

have higher perceptive senses than others?  It also explains why those with heightened perceptive 

senses also have more anxiety than others.   

Every sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch might transport them back to the events which created 

their current irrational thinking.  Experiencing traumatic events results in hyper-sensitivity, where 

every sound seems to be coming from a loudspeaker, every taste, smell, and touch results in a 

sensory overload and a shutting down of the senses.  But is this real? …maybe. 

Our perceptions are shaped by the experiences we have.  And each experience becomes a filter by 

which we see every other experience.  As these experiences (filters) pile up, our perceptions of the 

world, those around us and even ourselves may or may not be based in reality.  Many of us have 

heard the phrase “perception is reality”, but we must add this to it, your perception may be your 

reality but not necessarily the truth.   

 

 

 

Think of your brain in terms of making coffee.  You pour the 

ground coffee (this is your brain) into the filter (the history of 

experiences) and water (the event) into the coffee maker.  As 

the hot water (event) goes through the filter (history of 

experiences), the brewed coffee slowly drips out (your 

response).   

What is in the pot (the finished coffee) is your final response to 

the event (the water).  Imagine instead of one filter, you put ten 

filters into the coffee maker.  Now, the water will have a more 

difficult time penetrating the filters, the coffee will be weaker, and 

the taste diminished.  The more filters you have in place, the 

more difficult it will be to brew a good cup of coffee.   

Same with your brain.  The more filters you have developed, the more difficult it will be for you to 

think clearly.  You will always filter each new experience through the filters of negative experiences.  

Soon, anxiety arises as you check and double check each new experience against the old ones.  

You become paralyzed by decision making and emotionally disabled by the process of re-running 

each new experience over and over.  This process it is tiring, frustrating and anxiety provoking. 

This is a recipe for stress and anxiety.   

 

 

The Three Pound Coffee Maker 
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What emotion(s) did you feel when you first viewed this picture? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

What would you title this picture? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What do you think is happening? :   _____________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Now, let’s discuss it.  What is happening in this picture?  Someone died?  Someone is sick?  

Something else?  What we do is assign meaning to what we see based on past experiences.  The 

actual title of this picture is “The Student”.  A young man returns home from school, after a hard day 

at work, and finds his wife asleep.  Pretty benign.  But if you have a life of negative experiences, we 

might interpret the photo or another event, in a negative way, leading to exaggerated emotions.   

 

EXERCISE ONE – Your Filters 
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The family is the filter factory.  What goes on in the family 

system sets the tone for all future interactions with family 

members, with friends, with the environment and with 

yourself.  We hear a lot about “dysfunctional families” but 

what does this term mean? 

Let’s start out by saying that nearly every family unit 

realistically has some level of dysfunction --- and in many 

ways this is healthy.  The world is dysfunctional and 

learning how to navigate dysfunction is learned in the small 

unit of the family.  But we will discuss pathological family dysfunction, where all interactions are 

irrational and based in irrational thoughts, create irrational emotions, and have toxic and problematic 

outcomes. 

In all families, roles are formed at an early age to help the unit negotiate everyday issues that may 

affect everyone within the group or the unit itself. For the most part, this is a normal part of learning 

to negotiate the real world, coming to understand that people, families and even the individual live 

in an imperfect world and make less than appropriate choices from time to time.  

People get sick and they may die. Cars break down and money may not be available to buy a new 

one. Some members of the family unit may need to sacrifice for the benefit of another member. It's 

about acceptance, give and take. That's the reality of life and most families find equilibrium at some 

point in a crisis and re-group to live and love another day. 

But what about a family that lacks appropriate role models, or one which 

never seems to find equilibrium because one of the members is 

chronically ill? A sick family member means that behaviors begin to form 

to protect not only that individual but also the welfare of the family unit.  

Although the person who is sick may get better, the roles that other family 

members take on to deal with the family crisis continues in the absence 

of a problem. In other words, they continue to deal with everyday 

problems as if the sickness is still present.  

Addressing everyday life issues from the perspective of these acquired 

and oft times dysfunctional roles result in irrational responses to problems and a skewed view of the 

world. If these roles are not addressed and changes made, they tend to play themselves out right 

into adulthood and if someone is thrust into a caretaker role for a chronically ill or elderly loved one, 

the behaviors re-emerge to the detriment of all concerned. It's important to recognize these roles 

and understand how being "typecast" never ends well. Let's look at these roles.  

Where the Filters are Made 
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When I use this term, it is not being done in a way to mock 

or diminish the caregiver. In fact, they are the family hero, 

undertaking the heroic action of caring for an ill loved one. 

But how far does the heroic behavior go before it becomes 

pathological? For instance, is the person in the caretaker 

role doing it because they want to or because they believe 

it is expected of them? If it is the latter, it doesn't bode well 

for that individual's long-term physical and mental health. 

In many families, the hero role is usually left to the oldest 

child, usually a daughter, or a spouse who is alone. This 

person takes on the role of being responsible but also 

tends to overachieve, to their own detriment, especially if they lack appropriate communication skills 

or are unable to ask for the necessary support they need.  

The hero handles all the medical appointments, legal issues and other chores needed to keep the 

sick parent safe. Their role allows others in the family to look to him or her as a source of "pride or 

the rock", as they are doing all the right things for the sick parent. Although other siblings hide behind 

the hero, there may also develop a deep resentment among them for the attention they garner, and 

they can’t wait to find a fault in the hero that they can exploit.  

The compulsive drive of the hero is not without problems as this activity often results in stress related 

illnesses and overwhelming frustration. Others outside the family may comment on his or her 

“wonderful character”, which keeps them overachieving to live up to the unrealistic expectations of 

others. After all, they must keep the facade of invincibility that feeds their irrational thought processes 

regarding how others see them.  

In some extreme cases, the hero becomes an apex of morality. Much like a priest, they are expected 

to take “vows of celibacy” by other family members or friends to the person they are caring for, 

renouncing the world in service to that person. As this role develops, it further solidifies how others 

view the hero and any deviation outside of selfless devotion to the “cause” creates gossip that adds 

to any resentment that does exist, turning into a “see I told you so” moment among those who 

subconsciously want the hero to fail. 

In the end, the hero often feels isolated, adrift in a world of false pretense, unable or afraid to 

experience intimate relationships and out of touch with who they really are. Other family members 

will judge them based on the smallest mistake they may make to cover for their own feelings of guilt 

and inadequacy. Friends, who claimed to admire them, will also become judgmental when they see 

the hero try to step outside of the caretaker role, ruining what semblance of support the hero thought 

The “Family Hero” 
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they had from others. When all is said and done, the hero loses their own identity and lives for the 

acceptance of others and not for who they are.  

 

 

 

This family member is a master manipulator. They enable the hero in 

maintaining his or her behavior by constantly paying tribute to their 

“selfless giving”, but behind the scenes, they are really manipulating the 

hero to do the work they do not want to do – and if the “hero” makes a 

mistake, watch out!  

The conductor orchestrates the roles that other family members play 

and may even search out a “villain” of the family, someone they can 

point and wag their finger at. The conductor is manipulating everyone in 

the family to cover their own guilt about not being able to or not wanting 

to help take care of the sick parent. 

In some cases, the conductor may also take the lead in launching attacks on the family hero. These 

attacks give them an excuse not to be present to help because the hero is, in their words, "trying to 

control everything". Although this person appears to be the one providing nurturance to others in 

family it is a self-serving behavior that is dysfunctional at best and devious at worst. 

 

 

 

This may be the sibling who is exceptionally guilty about the situation and 

acts this out through several unacceptable behaviors, including drinking 

or anger towards others in the family. This behavior, however, may be the 

result of the conductor’s attention and faux admiration focused on the 

hero.  

The villain often has the most negative things to say about the hero, 

becoming the face of the resentment felt by other family members and a 

convenient scapegoat for the conductor. The villain usually lacks any 

deep relationships with others in the family and those who are a part of 

their inner circle experiences a person who is shallow and inauthentic. For the villain, this is not a 

new behavior and usually something learned early in life. 

 

 

The “Conductor” 

The “Villain” 
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This is the sibling who is quiet, withdrawn, and invisible. They often 

feel like outsiders within their own family. They retreat from the 

family chaos, often have poor communication skills, and remain 

aloof from the situation that is present. This sibling may be 

unreachable by phone or may have moved thousands of miles 

away. The ghost usually has few support systems and tends to 

indulge in extreme activities as a way of self nurturance. Often, 

they will become obsessively focused on activities like working out 

or taking care of animals and may be overly involved in material 

possessions as a way to compensate for their lack of appropriate social relationships. 

 

 

 

This is the sibling who is the “life of the party." He or she becomes the 

center of attention in order to divert others from being focused on the 

problems within the family. One can never discuss problems with the 

“cool one” as they change the subject constantly by making jokes or 

engaging in lighthearted banter. This sibling often has intense inward 

anxiety and fear and uses humor as a defense against those feelings.  

The anxiety of the “cool one” is often too much for them to bear and 

they may use alcohol to keep their emotions at bay. To outsiders, they 

seem to never be bothered by anything and may even be admired for 

the way “they handle things”. For immediate family members, they 

become the focus of resentment because they never “take anything 

serious”.  

They are also exploited by the conductor who can move this sibling between the role of "villain" and 

being "the cool one." This person is being consumed internally by their overwhelming anxiety and 

sadness, so they try so desperately to hide those feelings from others. 

 

 

 

What about a family with an only child? In a situation where an only child or a spouse provides the 

care, he or she may take on parts of or all these roles, moving back and forth between them, 

The “Ghost” 

The “Cool One” 

The “Only Child” 
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sometimes playing all of them at the same time. This person tends to experience tremendous stress, 

emotional pain, and confusion. Without a healthy outlet or support system, they will crash and burn. 

So, are these roles a sign of an unhealthy family or person? Yes...and no. 

 

 

 

In a healthy family, members do take on roles but not in such a rigid way. Instead of pressing each 

member to embody a role to fulfill only one family function, each member is given the opportunity to 

experience each of the family roles. As a result, they incorporate positive adult and parental modes 

of functioning. They can maintain themselves, their identity, and their own families. They can give 

and receive nurturing. They can establish a network of intimate and friendly relationships in which 

they can experience love and belonging.  

They tend to respond to family 

issues and not react, and 

because they had an 

opportunity at a young age to 

experience multiple roles, they 

can move between them in a 

healthy and appropriate way as 

needed, always maintaining 

their own identity. Although 

they may experience stress 

when acting as a caretaker, 

they know where to look for 

help and how to get their needs 

met. 

We have reviewed these roles 

and we see that each one has a purpose in protecting the family, its members and themselves. But 

there is one more role that is so dysfunctional, it leaves the person alone and isolated. It is a learned 

behavior that can be passed down from one generation to another. It is an emotional and behavioral 

condition that affects an individual’s ability to have healthy, mutually satisfying relationships -- not 

only with others, but with themselves as well. These people must be always in control and can 

become abusive when they realize control is beyond their reach. In the world of addiction, it is known 

as codependency.  

In this discussion of caregiving, we will call this person the Magnanimous Martyr.  

 

Healthy Family Roles 
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Best described, it is “the need to be needed”, 

someone who will give till it hurts -- no matter who 

it hurts. For these people, caregiving is not a 

profession, it's their identity. They take jobs early 

in life where caregiving is the central theme. They 

are always the one offering up advice to friends 

even if it's not solicited and get angry if that advice 

is not heeded. If a family member becomes ill, they 

jump in with both arms and both legs.  

For this person, there exists an ingrained pattern 

of irrational thought and emotions that lead to 

negative consequences. But for the martyr, the 

outcomes are “perceived” as positive ones, but only if they had a hand in the matter.  

The Magnanimous Martyr's behavior is the result of a dysfunctional learning process through 

experiencing events that may have been present during childhood or living in an environment where 

there are adult expectations of children daily. They want to control everything because, and as we 

said before, in control there is safety. But because control is an illusion, they never feel safe, so 

every thought and action is aimed at controlling those around them, the environment and the 

outcomes - a goal that will never be realized. 

Martyrs tend to grow up in homes where 

dysfunction is the rule rather than the exception, 

where the result is patterns of behavior that lead to 

poor outcomes in everything from relationships to 

vocational performance. At the root of this problem 

is the inability to communicate their needs or trust 

in what they see occurring around them, always 

assigning some devious motive to situations.  

If you ever work with a martyr, it is an experience 

you will not soon forget. They seek perfection in 

everyone and if you do not meet those standards, 

you are no good -- there are no gray areas with 

them. Martyrs can appear to be tremendously structured and follow rules very well and have no 

problem pointing out someone who doesn't. The martyr can create enormous chaos in the workplace 

and sit at their desk above the fray while the fires they cause burn around them. And if things are 

rolling along fine, they will find a crisis so they can jump in and make the save. 

The Magnanimous Martyr 



 
 
 
 

 

   

Caring for Caregivers 
Success Through Rational Thinking 

P
ag

e1
1

 

These behaviors are learned and the beliefs they possess cause a distorted sense of reality. Since 

the family is the classroom for all of us, the irrational beliefs learned do not give them the tools to 

deal with the outside world, hence the need to control and the comfort in chaos. Their distorted 

perceptions lead to unrealistic expectations of others throughout their lives resulting in constant 

anxiety, emotional upset, goal blocking and personal stagnation. 

As children, they never knew where they fit and as adults, they develop a false persona that must 

be maintained at all costs. They live for others and not themselves. Genuine feelings are hidden, a 

negative attitude towards self develops and they become angry adults who are envious, critical, 

blaming and perfectionists. 

Often, these adults know only “conditional love” resulting in a lifetime of unhappiness. Others are 

only rewarded if they confirm the Magnanimous Martyr's inner values of right and wrong -- there is 

no wiggle room. These people often turn to the caregiver role to "help others" but in reality, they are 

helping only themselves. 

Think about it, if they are in control of the ill person, they can dictate what time appointments are, 

when medications are to be taken, what foods are eaten, etc. They may come across as the most 

caring, wonderful, and sacrificing person but it may all be self-serving. These people are afraid to 

have fun because if they let down their guard, if only briefly, they fear being violated or taken 

advantage of.  

Although this personality is the exception and not the rule, it is something that family members need 

to be aware of. 

 

 

 

In the healthy caregiving role, Amanda has her identity, Carl, who is receiving services, has his identity and the role of 
caregiver and care receiver overlaps with each maintaining their own identities.  However, in an unhealthy caregiving role, 

Amanda moves further into Carl’s boundary, overwhelming him and rather than Amanda maintaining her identity, she 
assumes the identity of “the caregiver”.  She is no longer “Amanda” but “the caregiver”. 
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We discussed where irrational beliefs came from earlier so you would have 

some context as to why people end up having tremendous anxiety and the 

need to medicate the anxiety away.  Now it’s time to look at how to use 

RATIONAL THINKING in your everyday life.   

We have goals.  We want to accomplish goals.  We want to succeed.  Be 

it in a job, a relationship, recovery, school, etc.  But it is our belief system 

that blocks us from achieving these goals.  Make no mistake about it, these 

beliefs are entrenched and difficult to move.  It takes practice.   

The understanding of how our beliefs create problems for us is nothing 

new.  Although Dr. Albert Ellis, the father of RATIONAL THINKING put 

together an equation that makes this technique understandable, humans 

dating back to the early Greek philosophers understood this.  Central to RATIONAL THINKING's 

teachings is the ancient psychological insight of Epictetus, a Greek Stoic philosopher who said, 

“What disturbs men's minds is not events but their judgments on events.”  

 

 

 

As we discussed earlier, we have learned things in our lives 

that are ingrained within our psyche.  Every experience we 

now have is run through those filters we have put into place.  

As a result, we have a set of beliefs that govern our lives.  

Although most of these beliefs are rational and based in 

reality, others are irrational and self-defeating. 

Mostly subconscious, these beliefs determine how we react 

to life. When an event triggers off a train of thought, what we 

consciously think depends on the general beliefs we subconsciously apply to the event.  

Let us say that you hold the general belief: 'To be worthwhile, I must succeed at everything I do.’  

You happen to fail an examination, make a bad cake, or have a fight with a loved one; this event 

when coupled with the underlying belief, leads you to the conclusion: 'I’m not worthwhile.’  

Underlying beliefs are general, meaning one belief can apply to many situations. If you believe, for 

example: 'I can’t stand discomfort and pain and must avoid them at all costs,’ you might apply this 

to the dentist, to work, to relationships, and to life in general.  So, you avoid anything that can create 

discomfort for you.  

Using Rational Thinking 

The Beliefs We Live By 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoicism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
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As mentioned earlier, most of our beliefs serve us well.  

Some, however, are self-defeating and can set off a chain of 

events that lead to false conclusions and poor choices.  If you 

believe that “you must succeed at everything you do or you 

are not worthwhile”, you may end up not applying for that job 

you really wanted, pursuing that relationship with someone 

you really love or allowing others to take advantage of you 

because you view yourself as “less than”.  This is a recipe for 

anxiety, depression, and addiction. 

Self-defeating (irrational) beliefs are easy to recognize if you are looking for them.  Let’s look at what 

can happen by holding self-defeating beliefs: 

1. Reality becomes distorted and events around you are often misinterpreted 

2. You will not achieve goals and purposes you set out for yourself 

3. They create extreme emotions that end up causing distress and a “frozen state” in 

which you accomplish nothing and can go backwards 

4. You develop behaviors that harm you, others, and your quality of life 

 

 

 

Rational thinking presents a stark contrast to an 

irrational thought and belief process.  When you think 

rationally, your outcomes could not be more 

different.  Rational thinking is: 

1. Based on reality, it sees things as they 

really are, keeps the good and the bad in 

perspective with an understanding that 

everything may not be the way we want it 

to be but that’s life 

2. A way to achieve goals and purposes 

3. A way to keep emotions in check and appropriate to the situation 

4. A way to develop behaviors that lead to healthy outcomes 

A Cause for Concern 

A Stark Contrast 
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Let’s take this time to distinguish between rational thinking and positive thinking.  Many experiencing 

stress are told to “think positive”, sounds nice but it is unproductive and even worse, can lead to 

unfulfilled outcomes.  Positive thinking in many cases is wishful thinking, a type of thinking filled with 

hopes and dreams but no realistic plans to make this happen.  Rational thinking is goal oriented and 

realistic, with plans in place and goals that can be achieved. 

A positive thinker will buy a lottery ticket and hope to win so he can pay the rent while the rational 

thinker will find a job. 

 

 

 

Since we are not all the same and we all 

express ourselves in different ways, there 

does exist three common irrational beliefs 

that upset most people.  At the center of 

these beliefs is a “demand”, about us, 

others, or the world.  These beliefs also 

have consequences.  Let’s take a look: 

1. I must do well and win the approval 

of others for my performances or 

else I am no good 

This belief often leads to anxiety, 

depression, shame, and guilt. 

2. Others must treat me with fairness, 

kindness and with consideration 

and in exactly the way I want them to treat me.  If they don’t, they are no good and deserve 

to be punished! 

This belief leads to rage, passive-aggression, and acts of violence. 

3. I must get what I want, when I want it and I must not get what I don’t want.  It’s terrible if I 

don’t get what I want, and I can’t stand it! 

This belief leads to self-pity and procrastination. 

These beliefs have demands and these demands create the problems.  The goal is to be less 

demanding and more flexible, which can lead to healthier emotions and behaviors.  We will look at 

“demands” more later in this handbook. 

 

Musterbation 
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Typically, there are four ways that people can make themselves feel bad or behave in ways that lead to 

poor outcomes.  They are: 

1. Awfulizing – using words like awful, horrible, catastrophic, to describe an event.  For 

example, “Relapsing after ten years of sobriety would be a catastrophe, it would be the end 

of the world”. 

2. Can’t Stand It-itis – “If he breaks up with me, I would be able to stand it, it will be absolutely 

unbearable”. 

3. Demanding – using shoulds or musts.  “I must not fail” or “I should be loved”. 

4. People Rating – labeling or rating yourself against others.  “I’m so stupid.  Look at Jill, she 

seems so smart” or “Ralph really knows how to stay calm, I can’t get it, I’m worthless” 

 

 

 

One of the criticisms of RATIONAL THINKING is that is “lacks emotion”, however just the opposite is 

true.  RATIONAL THINKING is an emotional regulator.  Rational thinking leads to rational or realistic 

emotions.  It is understood that not all negative emotions are bad for you, but neither are all positive 

feelings.  Feeling happy when you break up with someone you love after years could keep you from 

grieving appropriately.  Similarly, not feeling anxious when presented with a dangerous situation could 

threaten your very survival.  What we are aiming for is to avoid exaggerations of both negative and 

positive emotions. 

 

 

  

The entire point of RATIONAL THINKING is to accomplish our 

goals and to live a good life.  What RATIONAL THINKING states 

is that our major stumbling block in reaching our goals is how 

we think (beliefs) and not events themselves.  In the ABC model, 

we can see how beliefs cause emotional and behavioral 

responses. 

We have goals. We want to accomplish goals. We want to 

succeed. Be it in a job, a relationship, caregiving, school, etc. 

But it is our belief system that blocks us from achieving these 

goals. Make no mistake about it, these beliefs are entrenched 

Four Ways to Feel Bad 

The Emotional Regulator 

The ABC Model 
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and difficult to move away from and begin to change the way we look at things. It takes practice, 

practice, practice. 

The understanding of how our beliefs create problems for us is nothing new. We humans are fallible 

and always have been. In fact, this was understood dating back to the early Greek philosophers. 

Central to understanding this is the ancient psychological insight of Epictetus, a Greek Stoic 

philosopher who said, “What disturbs men's minds is not events but their judgments on events.”  

Think about that for a second (or two, remember to respond and not react). 

As we discussed earlier, we have learned things in our lives 

that are ingrained within our psyche. Every experience we 

now have is run through those filters we have put into place. 

As a result, we have a set of beliefs that govern our lives. 

Although most of these beliefs are rational and based in 

reality, others are irrational and self-defeating. 

Mostly subconscious, these beliefs determine how we react 

to life. When an event triggers off a train of thought, what we 

consciously think depends on the general beliefs we 

subconsciously apply to the event.  

Let us say that you hold the general belief: "To be 

worthwhile, I must succeed at everything I do."  

You happen to fail at a relationship, have a bad day with the person you are taking care of; this event 

when coupled with this underlying belief, leads you to the conclusion: "I’m not worthwhile" leading to 

feelings of being "less than", meaning you will accept being treated as if you are "less than".  

Underlying beliefs are general, meaning one belief can apply to many situations. If you believe, for 

example: "I can’t stand discomfort and pain and must avoid them at all costs", you might apply this 

to relationships, and to life in general. So, you avoid anything that can create discomfort for you 

which leads to levels of stress and anxiety because you are either unable or unwilling to 

communicate your needs because you think you are not worth it. 

One of the criticisms of using a rational thought process is that is “lacks emotion”, however just the 

opposite is true. Rational thought is an emotional regulator. Rational thinking leads to rational or 

realistic emotions.  

The reality is that not all negative emotions are bad for you, but neither are all positive feelings. 

Feeling happy when someone disappoints you could keep you from communicating your feelings 

appropriately. Similarly, not feeling anxious when presented with a dangerous situation could 

threaten your very survival. What we are aiming for is to avoid exaggerations of both negative and 

positive emotions. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoicism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
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The entire point of learning to regulate your emotions and apply rational thought process to events 

is to accomplish our goals and to live a good life. What we want to understand is that a major 

stumbling block in reaching our goals is how we think (beliefs) and not events themselves. In the 

ABC model, we can see how beliefs cause emotional and behavioral responses.  

The A is the activating event. It is what sets off the whole process of irrational thinking. A situation 

occurs, and you begin to assign value to that situation. 

The B is your belief system. You now take A and run it through those filters in your brain. If those 

filters are irrational, you will respond with: 

The C. The C are the emotions that arise as a result of your belief system.  

But here's the thing, it's not the event that causes the emotions, it's what you believe about the event 

that creates your emotions. And if your belief system is not rational, your emotions will not be rational. 

Let’s look at an example of this:   

Amanda just had a discussion with her sister, Sue, about helping with her father who has early onset 

dementia. Sue said she would be there to relieve her at 2:00pm, it is now 2:30 and Sue is has not 

shown up yet. Amanda tries to call Sue but no answer. On the first day after their discussion, she is 

late. So, Amanda begins the process of irrational thought: 
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Let’s look at this from another belief that Amanda might have about what is happening: 

So, let’s explore these two examples. Again, one thing that is evident in looking at this is that A (the 

event) does not cause C (the behavior or emotion), rather it is B (the belief) that creates the 

emotion and ultimately, the problem. 

In example one, it is Amanda’s belief that her sister is “not coming and lying” results in anger. In 

example two, it is her belief that she “needs” someone in her life and without someone, it “would be 

absolutely horrible”, the result, anxiety. 

 

 

 

 

The goal of changing your thinking is simple, helping you recognize your irrational beliefs and 

changing them into rational ones. As a result, your irrational reactions will become rational actions 

and outcomes will be much different. This is accomplished through a technique known as 

“Disputing” (we will now add a D to the table). When you dispute, you are challenging your irrational 

beliefs, and this is the beginning of change. Let’s return to the earlier examples with Amanda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting There 
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Remember that Amanda had a discussion with her sister, Sue, who agreed to help. Sue is late 

arriving. And the process has started. 

So, what belief does Amanda have here --- Others must treat me with fairness, kindness and with 

consideration and in exactly the way I want them to treat me. If they don’t, they are no good and 

deserve to be punished! 

As a result of this belief, we see anger and rage. When Sue does show up late, maybe because she 

had a flat tire or was held up in traffic, Amanda may be in a rage or display passive aggressive 

behaviors. Either way, her first deal with her sister Sue may be the last one. 

But if Amanda learned to dispute her irrational belief, things could turn out much better for her and 

for Sue. Amanda could say, “Where is it written that people must treat me fairly?” or “Even if she is 

not coming, does she deserve to be punished – and do I deserve to feel this way?” 

And now let’s take Amanda’s issue one step further. She has learned to dispute her irrational belief 

and once this is successful, she can now replace this belief with E, Effective ways to think, feel and 

behave. 
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So, does this mean that having this tool will mean life will be 

great from this point on and you will never be upset?  No, 

because RATIONAL THINKING contends that we are human 

and imperfect, and we will all think irrationally from time to time.  

The goal, however, is to reduce how often this happens, how 

long it lasts, and how intense these beliefs are that lead us to 

poor choices and outcomes.   

Reducing these events are the result of developing three basic 

insights: 

1. We don’t get upset, we upset ourselves by being 

inflexible in the beliefs that we hold 

2. No matter when and how we start upsetting ourselves, we continue to feel upset because we 

refuse to let go of our irrational beliefs 

3. The only way to get better is to work hard at changing these beliefs.  This means you need to 

practice, practice, practice 

 

 

 

To be emotionally healthy, it is important to begin accepting reality, even when reality is hard, at times 

unpleasant and even sad.  There are three kinds of acceptance that will serve you well if you learn them: 

(a) unconditional self-acceptance - USA; (b) unconditional other acceptance – UOA; and (c) unconditional 

life acceptance – ULA.   

Each of these acceptances have three core beliefs: 

1. USA – Unconditional Self-Acceptance 

a. I am a fallible human being who has good points and bad points 

b. There is no reason why I must not have flaws 

c. Despite my good and bad points, I am no better or no less worthy than anyone else 

 

My Rational Life 

Accepting Reality 
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2. UOA – Unconditional Other Acceptance 

a. No matter how good I am, others will treat me unfairly from time to time 

b. There is really no reason why they must treat me fairly 

c. Those who treat me unfairly are no better or no les worthy than any other person 

 

3. ULA – Unconditional Life Acceptance 

a. Life doesn’t always work out the way I would like it to 

b. There is no reason why life must go the way I want it to 

c. Life may not always be pleasant, but it is never awful, and it is nearly always bearable 

 

On the following pages are some exercises to practice that could help you change your irrational thinking 

into rational thoughts and as a result, experiencing rational emotions.  Remember, this will require 

practice and it doesn’t mean that you will not slip back into old ways of thinking.   

When something turns out bad for you, examine why.  What choices did you make?  Were they made 

because of a response or was it made through an emotional reaction?  Use the tools here to help move 

towards a more rational thought process.  It does work. 

And remember one other thing, even if you become the best at this, you will still have some stress in your 

life.  What we are trying to do is eliminate the excessive and unnecessary stress caused by irrational 

thinking.   

If you can do this, you will have an emotional reservoir that you can go to to deal with the everyday stress 

associated with being a caregiver. 
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To the right of each of the following statements, write down which parts represent the A’s, which parts 

are the B’s, and which parts are the C’s. Complete each item. There are not completely “right” answers; 

simply try to do your best. 

Exercise Two 
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ABC Problem Solving Worksheet  
 

Activating event - What is the Activating event?—What happened? What did I do? What did 

others do? What idea occurred to me? What emotions was I feeling?  

 
 
 
 
Beliefs - Beliefs (dysfunctional)—What do I believe about the Activating event? Which of my 

beliefs are my helpful/self-enhancing beliefs and which are my dysfunctional/self-defeating beliefs?  

 
 
 
 
Consequence - Am I feeling anger, depression, anxiety, frustrated, self-pity, etc.? Am I 

behaving in a way that doesn’t work for me? (Drinking, attacking, smoking, etc.)  

 
 
 
 
Dispute - Dispute the Beliefs to find which are dysfunctional—What is the evidence that my 

belief is true? In what ways is my belief helpful or unhelpful? What helpful/self-enhancing belief can 
I use to replace each self-defeating or dysfunctional belief?  

 
 
 
 
Effective New Belief and Emotional Consequence - What helpful/self-

enhancing new belief can I use to replace each self-defeating or dysfunctional belief? What are my 
new feelings?  
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PUTTING THE PAST BEHIND YOU 

• What is past is all said and done. What remains to be seen is what I can bring to my present 
and future. 

• Better for me to concentrate on what I'm doing today rather than on what I did or didn't do 
yesteryear. 

• The past isn't going to get any better! 

• Poor decisions made in the past do not have to be repeated in the present. 

• Because something once happened doesn't mean that it has to continue to happen. 

• No matter how bad any event was, I do not have to allow it to continue to have a negative 
influence on my life. 

• I cannot rewrite history and change what has already happened. 

• I don't have to be the one person in the universe to have been treated with total fairness and 
kindness - and I don't have to moan and groan about the fact that I wasn't. 

• Having been treated unfairly in the past is all the more reason to treat myself fairly in the 
present. 

• Now that I have been shown how not to treat people, I can have a better start on how to treat 
them. 

• Demeaningness is a state of mind that only I can give myself, and I've got better things to do 
than rake myself over the coals. 

• Feeling sorry for myself, angry toward others, guilty, or ashamed for getting the short end of the 
stick in the past will only continue to keep me from achieving happiness in the present and 
future. 

• Past experiences do not represent me. Rather, they represent things I have experienced; they 
do not make me into a better or worse person. 

• The enemy is not my past; the enemy is my way of thinking about my past. 

• What has happened to me is not nearly as important as what I decide to do with it. 

• I will try to be successful in putting my past behind me by changing my thoughts and feelings 
about it, but I don't have to put myself down if I fall short of the put-it-behind-me mark.  
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INTERPRETING AND EVALUATING 
 
 

When identifying beliefs, there are two levels of thinking to look for: 

1. ·How you are interpreting the situation 
2. ·How you are evaluating it. 

This exercise will help you distinguish between the two types. 

 

·Interpretations represent your views about the situation itself (what you think is “really going on”). 

Irrational interpretations are usually distortions of reality. black-and-white thinking, over generalizing, 

filtering, mind-reading, fortune-telling, emotional reasoning, and personalizing. 

 

·Evaluations refer to the way you evaluate the situation in terms of what it means to you or about you. 

Irrational evaluations consist of catastrophizing  (“It’s awful, I can’t stand it”), demanding (“It should or 

shouldn’t be happening”), and self or other-rating (“This proves that I [or someone else] is no good”). 

 

Go through the list below. Put an “I” next to the ones that are interpretations, and an “E” next to those 

that represent evaluations. 

 

______ It’s terrible to be treated like this. 

_____     She was trying to hurt me. 

_____         I’m satisfied that things have turned out for the best. 

_____         He should consider my feelings more than he does. 

_____         It will be hard to find another job. 

_____         It’s not fair that he was promoted ahead of me. 

_____         If I can’t handle this, maybe I really am stupid. 

_____         There are too many people leeching off the system. 

_____         They were obviously planning to attack me. 

_____         I prefer to be punctual whenever I can. 

______        I’m heading toward another breakdown. 

______ Why shouldn’t I be angry 
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SELF-HELP SUGGESTIONS 
 

The following homework suggestions include both cognitive and behavioral assignments. If you are in a 
group, it can be especially effective if all members are active in creating homework assignments. The 

following are some possibilities: 

1. Work on never self-downing this week. 

2. Work toward total rational self-acceptance this week. 

3. Call two people and ask for help with something small. 

4. Do something nice for yourself. 

5. Practice being more assertive. 

6. Do two things each day that you do not feel like doing — two things that need to be done but, 

because of frustration, you would usually put off. 

7. Work on remaining more relaxed. Keep a record of the things you did to relax - meditation, 

listening to relaxation tape, self-hypnosis, jogging, swimming, etc.  

8. Make a list of other things you could do when you get angry besides blaming others or engaging 

in harmful behaviors. 

9. Make a list of other things you could do to celebrate or reward yourself. 

10. Go to a party with a friend and practice not thinking about caregiving. 

11. Practice downing your behavior and not yourself. 

12. Help yourself to stop being angry because you “never get what you want.” Make an agreement 

with your spouse/friend: On Saturday, he or she will plan the day and you will do whatever he or 

she wants; on Sunday, you will plan the day, doing whatever you want, and he or she will agree 

to accept your plans. Take responsibility for doing what you want, not what you think the other 

person wants. 

13. Make a list of five ways you could make your life more enjoyable. 

14. Make a list of five ways you could make caregiving more enjoyable. 

15. Practice accentuating the rational: Tell your child/friend/spopuse/sibling some things that he or 

she did that you appreciate. 

16. Set aside a small amount of time to worry about a problem. During that time, do nothing except 

worry about it. At all other times, stop yourself. 
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THE CATASTROPHE SCALE  
 
 

This exercise will help you create perspective. 
 

Identify a very unpleasant or stressful situation (Activating Event) you experienced recently at work, in a 
relationship or at a meeting. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 
On a scale from 1 to 100, place an “X” on the spot that indicates how bad the event was for you. 100 is 

“totally bad,” 50 is “medium bad,” and 10 is “a bit bad.” 

  0 10 50 90 100 

  I I I I I 

 

On the scale to the right, write in some examples of bad things that could happen to you or to others. 
Place the “real” catastrophes at 90-100; things that are bad but not catastrophic at 50-90; and those 

that  aren’t so bad at around 10. 
 

Now using this scale of catastrophes, would you still give the same rating to the negative event at work 
that you described at the top of the page? Place an on the second scale where you would now rate the 

negative situation. Place an “X” on the scale where you rated it earlier. 
 

Is there a difference between your first and second set of ratings? 
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KEEPING LIFE IN PERSPECTIVE 

1. Don’t blame others for making you unhappy. Take responsibility for making yourself happy. 

 

2. Give yourself permission to make yourself happy — even if in so doing, others make 
themselves unhappy. 

 

3. Make time for yourself to do things which bring you pleasure and enjoyment in the short-term. 

 

4. Do things for others and your community without expecting anything back in return. 

 

5. Sacrifice short-term pleasures and put up with short-term discomforts in order to achieve longer-
term gains. 

 

6. Accept the fallibility of others and yourself. 

 

7. Don’t take things personally. 

 

8. Take a chance even when you might fail at things at work or in your personal relationships. 

 

9. It doesn’t matter so much what people think about you and what you are doing. 

 

10. See uncertainty as a challenge — do not be afraid of it. 
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PROS and CONS 

These 4 questions can provide you with a lot of useful information with which to grow out of your 
irrational thought processes. The more honest and complete your answers, the more this exercise will 
help you.  
 
1. What do I enjoy about my irrational thinking, what does it do for me (be specific)? List as many 
things as you can that you about what rewards you get by being irrational.  
 
2. What do I hate about my irrational thinking, what does it do to me (give specific examples)? List as 
many of the bad, undesirable results of your irrational thinking as you can. Here it is extremely 
important that you use specific examples. Specific examples have much greater emotional impact and 
motivational force!  

 
3. What do I think I will like about giving up my irrational thinking? List what good things you 
think/fantasize will happen when you stop your irrational thinking and as a result, irrational emotions.  

 
4. What do I think I won’t like about giving up my irrational thinking? List what you think you are going to 
hate, dread or merely dislike about living without irrational thinking.  

  

Continuing Stopping 

Best/Pro Best/Pro 

Worst/con Worst/con 
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Epictetus Thoughts to Live By 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 

What does this mean? 

________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 


