
Defeating self-defeat
I don't know about you, but many obstacles that stand in the way on my path to success
were put there by me.

I never really intended to put them there. Often as not, I may not even know what they
are, but they are obstacles, just as if they were put in my way by an angry boss or a
jealous co-worker.

I don't think I'm alone in this. Many of the biggest obstacles we have to overcome are
ones that we've spent time and effort into constructing ourselves.

What kind of self-defeating obstacles stand in our way? They include procrastination,
perfectionism, unreasonable self-criticism, anger, pettiness, gossip, and substance
abuse, among others.

Oddly enough, for many of us who engage in self-defeating behavior, we fully know we
do it, and yet we persist with it.

Well, there's good news here -- most of us have probably just decided that it's "the way
we are," and have wimped out on changing these annoying habits. We've become like
the person who lives in a house with a leaky roof -- we know where to put all of the
buckets when it rains, so why patch the roof.

Too often, we learn to live with our problems, rather than taking the steps to overcome
them -- but if we're ever going to become "all that we can be," then we'd better start now
to patch those holes in our personalities.

We really don't care about the underlying reasons -- psychiatrists have paid for multiple
sports cars with the revenue from people combating bad behaviors. What we care about
is changing the behavior -- and that's largely a matter of determining a course of action,
and then following it. Even if it was your father's aloofness, or your Aunt Martha's
constantly kissing you with that red lipstick that caused your behavior, you don't have
to continually settle with being stuck in this rut for the rest of your life. You are a
human being, you have free will, and you can change, if you put your mind to it. It
doesn't really matter how you got here -- what matters is where you are going.

Here's a list of the steps to help change this self-defeating behavior. Sure, it's a
simplistic list, but we want something simple, right? If you want complicated
gobbledygook, you've come to the wrong place. I don't believe in it -- unless my
consulting contract is high enough to charge you for it.
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1. Identify the problems you know about. Many of the most irritating behaviors we
have will be obvious to us. They've likely been identified beforehand -- by ourselves, as
well as spouses, co-workers, and bosses. Those are going to be the easy ones to
identify. Pull out a sheet of paper, and list them down. Don't be too hard on yourself, but
be as thorough as you can be.

2. Evaluate which areas are strengths in disguise. Believe it or not, some of the
areas we might label as "problems" are strengths in disguise -- we just haven't
recognized them as such, and turned them to our use. "Pigheadedness" is really
"resolve" in disguise, and can be turned to our benefit with just a bit of viewpoint
alteration. "Bound to our habits" can work for our good -- if the habits are good, and the
techniques used in gathering and disseminating gossip also lend themselves well to
effective communication with subordinates -- if used correctly.

Most of us have habits, abilities, and behaviors that we are misusing in one way or
another -- and some of those can be turned easily into a positive arena. Re-evaluate
your viewpoint of your self-defeating behaviors -- some of them may be self-enabling
behaviors in disguise.

3. Request help from others in determining your blind spots.  There are going to be
some areas where you may have a need of improvement, and yet you don't realize it.
Often a spouse or a trusted friend will be able to spot areas where you could stand to
improve, and save you hours, weeks, or years of introspection and evaluation. They
may love you the way you are, but they also know where you could stand a little bit of
patching. Open a dialogue with those trusted friends, and learn where they see those
points of weakness.

4. Determine which trouble areas need help first. Unless you're a super-hero, you're
probably going to have to take these weak spots a little bit at a time. It helps if you are
able to characterize the ones that are truly harming your progression, and work on them
first, postponing other areas that may be able to wait a while.

For example, if you determine that procrastination is your chief problem, clearing it up
will likely help you handle other problems better. Perhaps you need to develop more
determination -- eliminate the "wimp" factor, in other words -- certainly, being more
determined is going to help you fix other areas of concern.

Characterizing your problem areas, and determining which are in most need of help, is
a major step in conquering your weak spots.

5. Develop a project to treat the symptoms. Doctors will always try and get to the root
cause below a disease, so they know what's causing it. That's well and good with a
disease, but for behavioral problems, often it's just a matter of bad habits. We probably
don't know why we've picked up these self-defeating behaviors, and frankly, it usually
doesn't matter anymore, anyway.



We're going to treat the symptoms, wherever they may exhibit themselves. Usually, it
really doesn't matter how you got into such a habit -- what matters is how you go about
changing it.

In earlier steps, you have your weak spots outlined, you've characterized the more
important among them. Now is the time to work out your "project" -- how to patch the
holes, fix the leaks in your personality, and put yourself on a path to bigger and better
success.

You may have to learn a bit to fix your troubles. Often, if you don't have the skills, books
or tapes exist to help you learn from the experiences of others.

In navigating this important step, it helps if you have an overall goal of where you want
to go in life. Knowing what you want from your life makes this "project" more specific,
and allows you to work on fixing your problems, and achieving your goals in tandem.

Using procrastination as our example, if we were to have a goal to write a book, the
procrastinator has likely been putting off starting it. To combat our procrastination, we
remember our overall goal, and  adopt a project plan that requires us to write a certain
number of words each week. We set a day of the week for "check in," so to speak,
where we examine the goal, and how far we've progressed toward the goal. This helps
us combat procrastination, and achieve our goal as well.

If our problem is controlling anger, and our goal is becoming a leader, we can adopt a
plan that requires attendance at an anger-management group. While there, we can
observe the dynamics of human interaction at the group. We can learn how to work with
other members of the group, and since the other members also have a problem with
anger, we can learn how best to deal with angry employees -- all areas a leader would
need. We use our immediate project plan to further our goal's progress.

If our top problem is shyness, and our goal is becoming a motivational speaker,  we can
join a group like Toastmasters International, where other people have the same sort of
difficulty, and yet are working to overcome it. Future parts of our plan would include
making speeches at civic groups, or our church or school.

The projects have to be challenging, but shouldn't be something impossible, Plans to
put the projects into effect are taken a bit at a time, but not too slowly.

6. Tell other people about your resolve, and take the first step. Sometimes, when
you try to make a change for the better, you would prefer to keep it a secret. We've all
got egos, and even admitting that you aren't perfect is too much for some people -- plus,
it eliminates the stigma if we should fail. When you tell other people about your project,
though, you help ensure its completion. When nobody knows you're on a diet, it's a lot
easier to eat that candy bar than it is when everyone is pulling for you, and they're
keeping an eye on you.



If you can't bear to tell a bunch of people about your new resolve, then at least tell a
trusted friend or your spouse.

After you've told someone, then start the project. Take the first step, and then continue.
Most projects of this type aren't that difficult to do -- once we get going.

7. Evaluate your progress, and make changes where necessary. If we're patching
the leaky roof, we're going to want to determine if all the leaks are patched. In the same
way, we can evaluate our progress by inquiring of others, or, in the case of something
we can measure, by evaluating how well we've progressed.

Weight Watchers, long the king of the weight-loss world, has achieved its long success
by weekly weigh-ins. Lose or gain, members of that group weigh in to evaluate their
progress. Toastmasters have regular meetings, where members give talks. Twelve-step
support groups, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, also have occasions where members
actively work on evaluating their progress. In fact, members of such programs usually
tell how long they've avoided substance abuse when they get up to speak -- "Hi, my
name's Al, and I've been sober for 12 years (or 12 minutes)."

Evaluating your progress, on a consistent basis, is one of the keys to overcoming
limiting behavior -- and as you get better at achieving your goals, it can be one of the
more inspiring. The more successful you are, the more successful you become.

8. After you've attained good results, add another area in need of work.
This is, for most of us, a battle that will take a while to win. We've most likely got a
number of areas where we've been limiting our own progression, and as a result, our
own happiness. But we can work on our limiting behaviors one at a time, a little at a
time, until we put them behind us.

American President John F. Kennedy said this: "There are risks and costs to action.
But they are far less than the long-range risks of comfortable inaction." Our eight-
step approach to combating personal weak spots is an attempt to push us off our posts
of "comfortable inaction," and more to a position of action orientation.

We can fix the leaky holes in our personality. We can make ourselves better, a little bit
at a time. We can cease being the stumbling block in our own path to success. We don't
need to keep making the same mistakes we are making, nor do we need to keep
thinking the way we have been thinking.
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