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Please note: 

1. LEAP On-Line involves three binders or sets of material, which I send by email attachments and which you 

print on your home computer. Expect to print about 440 sheets of paper. I don’t recommend duplex (two-

sided) printing) of the LEAP material. 

Binder # 1 includes the LEAP On-Line Notebook which is the core material, with what you will use to 

understand the Patterns and prepare for our sessions. 

Binder # 2 includes the LEAP On-Line LogBook in which to keep extended notes including topics you’d 

like to discuss during the sessions. It also includes a biography of Alfred Adler, an article defining major 

Adlerian concepts, the LifeCourse Scroll, and an extensive bibliography of references. 

Binder # 3 includes other material, as listed on the “LEAP On-Line Materials” form. 

2. I ask you to make notes here in this NoteBook, but I provide space for only enough for a sentence or some-

times just a few words. Write them, then expand them in the LogBook, probably on the first six pages of 

each Patterns section. 

3. Remember, this is going to be highly personal, so keep what you write from curious eyes. 

— Best wishes, Bob H-K 
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Session 1 
LEAP On-Line: Getting Ready  

 

Most of us want to know more about our lives: 

 How does my past affect and limit my present? 

 Why do I sometimes seem to sabotage my own efforts? 

 Why does my future sometimes seems bleak or hopeless? 

 Why are my relationships less than I wish they could be? 

 What did I do as a child that has led me to where I am today? 

 Is it possible to change, now that I’m older? 

 What changes can I make now to be happier in the future? 

We all ask such questions. We want to understand how and why we became who we are. What are life’s shaping 

influences? Why are we stuck in patterns and habits we can’t seem to break. How did the early years of childhood create 

who we’ve become? Is there anything I can do to find answers, and perhaps change myself for the better? 

Now with the LifeCourse Effective Action Program (LEAP) you can finally get some answers! 

As an Adlerian psychologist I wanted to let my clients know what I was doing and why, so they could use what they 

learned in their daily lives. The result was The LifeCourse Effective Action Program (LEAP), a 10-week program to help 

adults explore and revise their life-long patterns, with a 200-plus page notebook of material. 

Now I’m retired and no longer conduct face-to-face LEAP or counseling. Instead, I have revised and rewritten LEAP 

as an “on-line” version to use on the internet using Skype Video. You are about to use the same approach and the ideas 

of Dr. Alfred Adler in the privacy of your home and at your own pace, and live weekly sessions with me as your coun-

selor/educator. Why LEAP On-Line and not something else? 

 NO other book combines the proven, practical, and positive principles of Adlerian Psychology with a way to use 

them to understand yourself, how you came to be as you are, and how you can revise parts of your life that you 

created as a child but are out-of-date and limidting today. 

 The LifeCourse approach summarizes those Adlerian principles in ten major Patterns we all need to manage our 

lives every day. 

 Adlerian Psychology itself is unique. As the most important psychology system of the past 100 years, it is the 

basis for other psychologies and psychotherapies.  

 No other book presents such an organized way for adults to explore and change their patterns for happier, more 

effective living right now and for the rest of their lives. 

 The ideas you will find in these pages are incredibly powerful. They form the basis for nearly every counseling 

approach used in the past hundred years. And they will open up all kinds of possibilities for you. 

I didn’t just make this up, nor do I pretend that I discovered these ideas on my own. Others do, and did, neglecting to 

give credit to the man who pioneered the ideas and methods now in common use by almost every counselor or therapist.  

LEAP combines the ideas and methods of Dr. Alfred Adler and Individual Psychology with an organized way (the 

Patterns approach) to understand and use them. Here are the four main sections of each one-hour on-line session: 

LEARN about each LifeCourse Pattern as it applies to everyone as basic to all human beings. 

EXPLORE how you created your patterns to manage childhood experiences. See how you applied those patterns to 

your childhood issues, and how you still apply them today much as yu did then. 

APPLY your childhood patterns to your adult problems today, thus limiting yourself to the child you once were; 

and then 

PERSONALIZE them so you can use them effectively today: By practicing on three common topics (a relationship, 

job/career, a decision or problem), and by applying what you’ve learned to a specific, current issue which we’ll 

call your Practice Task. 

LEAP On-Line Notebook  Page 3 

After you explore and revise your LifeCourse Patterns, we’ll look at them all together as an “Atlas” of all the “maps” 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

(patterns) that guide your entire life. Adler called this a life pattern, lie plan, and finally life style. The last term means 

something else today, we will call it your LifeCourse and end by calling it your Master Action Pattern (MAP). Now get 

ready to explore your LifeCourse patterns! Here are some things do to get ready: 

Get Ready . . . 

Patterns 
It was Dr. Alfred Adler who first described personality in terms of patterns. Essentially, a pattern is a method or 

plan designed to ensure similarity or repetition from one thing (the “original”) to other things (“copies”). Think of sew-

ing patterns, a cookie cutter, wood-working patterns. As individuals we each have our own waking and bedtime pat-

terns, eating patterns, driving patterns, personal habits, and so on. 

In psychology we say that human beings have patterns of behavior, of personality, of traits and attitudes and actions. 

Where do they come from? Some come from our genetic history as we get them from our parents and grandparents 

through DNA. Others are habits we’ve gained from living where we live, our physical or social environment. So we 

know that both environment and heredity are two key influences on our patterns. 

But there is a third factor, and that is our personal experiences and what we decide they mean to us, choices we make 

about what to think or feel or do about events in our lives,  and the creativity we can use to shape our own lives and 

create ourselves as unique individuals. 

It is this personal choice that makes each of us unique, and moderates the influence of environment and heredity. In 

LEAP we say that our patterns started with our first responses to things in early childhood, and continue because they 

are useful to us in getting results we want. Our patterns are like maps we drew as children to manage our childhood lives. 

It is important to remember that (1) the maps are not the journey, and (2) we can re-draw our maps as we learn new 

things about the territory, the new goals we can decide to seek, and the paths we can take today that didn’t exist for us 

as children. 

In the next weeks you and I will look together at your patterns, how and why you created them when you were a 

child, and what you can do to revise them for your adult life and goals today. 

Common Patterns 
You have thousands of patterns to help you get through the routines of daily living, from getting dressed or eating a 

meal to getting along with others and managing your life. Patterns are designed to make sure we get the same results 

every time, like a cookie cutter. Here are some common patterns: 

Thought patterns — Your ways of thinking about things by creating sentences inside your head using the words you 

know. How you think about certain things tends to be the same every time, so you will arrive at the same conclu-

sions. That’s what makes them patterns. 

Sensation patterns — Your physical senses (eyes, skin, taste, etc.) bring messages to your brain, where you interpret 

them and turn them into feelings, the conscious part of a sensation. Your brain interprets sensations the same way 

every time. That’s what makes them patterns. 

Feeling patterns —You feel things inside. When you show them to others they are emotions (from the Latin emovere 

meaning “to move out”). Emotions are the social expression of our private feelings. We tend to express the same 

feelings the same way and for the same reasons every time. That’s what makes them patterns. 

By the way, let’s start right out by separating “thoughts” and “feelings.” Feelings are not thoughts, opin-

ions, or beliefs. Feelings are the recognition of physical sensations, like pain, hunger, etc. So it’s not 

correct to say, “I feel the stock market will go down” or “I feel the Red Sox will win the pennant.” Those 

are thoughts (or opinions) which you can speak or write down using words. They are not feelings. In 

LEAP we make a clear distinction between what you feel and what you think.” 

Action patterns — We do things. We stand, sit, eat, sleep, work, play, and much more. Every time we do some-

thing, we use a pattern we created to guide us in what we do. It started in childhood as we interacted with par-

ents, siblings, playmates, and did all the things we had to do to get through our day. When we take action, we 

depend on having done that action or similar actions before. That’s what makes them patterns. 

Communication patterns — We put our thoughts into words (or gestures or expressions)  and speak them or write 

them, in order to put our thoughts into their minds. This is the closest we come to mind-reading. How we com-

municate tends to be the same every time. That’s what makes them patterns. 
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Relationship patterns — We deal with people today based on what we learned about ourselves and others as chil-

dren. We lead, follow, cooperate, compete, complain, speak, listen, love, hate as we did then. That’s what makes 

them patterns.  

Pattern Metaphors 

Patterns are basic. Everything else — everything — rests on patterns. Here are some Pattern metaphors: 

Streets and roads on a map ensure we can get from here to there and that the same roads will take us to the same 

place each time. To make sure we don’t get lost, we use maps and follow their lines and names and route numbers. 

Our LifeCourse Patterns help us to move toward goals we want to reach.  

A cookie cutter is a pattern that makes sure we get the same shape in the dough (gingerbread man?) every time. 

Similar patterns are used in wood-working, sewing, and similar projects. Such patterns are conservative, in that 

they allow us to “stay within the lines” and not deviate from, well, the pattern! 

A woven cloth. In Greek myth, when Arachne won a weaving contest with Athena, she was turned into a spider. Her 

task became to weave the tapestry of life for each person. Think of your life as a series of long threads starting in 

childhood, and representing some aspect of who you are. Each life has many such threads, each tying together 

your past, present, and all possible futures. 

Colors on a cloth. Familiar is the Scottish tartan, sometimes called “plaid” (but that means the Scotsman’s blanket). 

The tartan is the pattern of colors and lines and squares that identifies the wearer as a member of a specific sept 

or clan. Mine is Ferguson. Common ones are the Black Watch and the Royal Stuart.  

Inkblots and clouds and constellations. Sure, we know that Uncle Louie is not really in an inkblot, the Last Supper 

is not really in a cloud formation, and mythical Greek heroes are not really in clusters of stars. Even so, we like 

to think we see things in what are otherwise random patterns. And that’s a kind of pattern too! 

Why do we create Patterns? 

1. We create Patterns to solve problems — From birth to death everything is a problem. Zillions of problems are 

small and every-day (what to have for lunch, the answer to 8-down in the crossword puzzle); some are larger (whether 

to sell that stock today; how to advise my son about an important decision); and a few are truly humongous (what to do 

with the rest of my life). We say everything is a problem. Remember that. 

In childhood, every problem is really two problems. First there’s the problem itself, the one that needs to be solved. 

Second, there’s the problem that we have no experience solving problems and no repertoire of solutions. So we had to 

make up some solutions to see if they work. Some did, some didn’t. We remembered the ones that worked, kept them, 

and used them again. If they didn’t work, we forgot them and discarded them. (Now that’s not entirely true. Sometimes 

we keep on using methods we know don’t work, in the hopes that maybe, this one time, they will. This is called “neurotic 

thinking.”) 

We all start at the beginning. Our first solutions are the ones that last (even if they aren’t the best or don’t solve 

problems the most effectively). Because they are the most lasting, they are also the most powerful. This means that our 

childhood patterns tend to limit us to the ways we thought and managed our lives when we were little kids. 

2. We create patterns to make sure things don’t change — We are conservative. We want the past we know, and 

we don’t like surprises. So once we learn how to fix something, we fix it the same way. From childhood on we have our 

“tastes” in clothes, colors, tastes, foods, and a zillion other things. They are our childhood patterns, continued forever. 

As we go through life, however, more and more problems arise that are not at all like those we had as children. Yet 

we want them to be, so we jam them into our old solutions and try to make them fit. Never mind that the problem is 

different! We’ll fix it, or else! 

3. We use Patterns to create familiarity — Just as we don’t like surprises, we also don’t like the strange or alien. 

Remember: familiar = family. So from early childhood, we want things to be as they were in our family: our family 

ways, our family mood, everything that was our family! And we want to be who we were, the familiar self  

4. we were when we were children. And so we try to make the strange familiar. College students try to make their 

dorm room look like their bedroom back home. Young couples, entering the alien territory of marriage or living together, 

try to make their new home look familiar by the décor they choose as well as the traditions and values they try to bring 

over from their separate families. 

We don’t like to be strangers in a strange land. So we try to make it less strange by imposing our patterns (things we 

are used to) on what seems new and different. We want to be safe and secure. Our patterns help us to do that. 

5. We use Patterns to connect with the past — Without the memory of our patterns we would have to re-create  
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with no connection to past or future. And without memory of how we solved past problems, we’d have to solve new 

problems by creating new solutions very time. What a bother! Patterns are our memories of what worked and will work 

again. They Patterns are practical; they are what works, they help connect in a consistent, dependable way to who we 

have been. 

7. Our Patterns become who we are! — This is a real zinger. It says that, without patterns, we would be no one! 

Imagine yourself with no skin, no bones, no organs, no heart or brain or spleen. Who would you be? No one! And even 

if you have all that, without Patterns you’d have no personness, no identity as an individual. Without your patterns, 

there’s be no you!! 

If the patterns you operate on today are the same patterns you used as a child, then who you are today is the child you 

were when you were five or six years old. 

We create patterns because we must. We had no choice as children. We had to manage our lives from moment to 

moment. We have no choice today. We use patterns to do that. But what patterns do we use now? The ones we created 

as children but still use today? Or new patterns that take into account the realities of adult living right now? 

Our childhood Patterns were useful, but today they are restricting. Just like your childhood clothes! They were fine 

then; they fit you…but try wearing them today! They are too small for you now, just like childhood’s patterns are too 

small for you as an adult. For heaven’s sake, you can’t manage your life today based on what you knew as a small child, 

before you started first grade! 

 
Your Patterns are Too Small! 

You’re too smart to wear the clothes you wore when you were four or five. (Go ahead...try it...too small, 

eh? Too limiting? A little too tight here or there? Out of fashion? No kidding!) 

If you’re that smart, you should also be smart enough to know you can’t manage your adult life the 

same way you did as a child, using the same childhood methods and patterns! 

Patterns that worked when you were 5 are too small to be useful now that you’re 30, 40, 50, or 60. 

Throw a tantrum and get your way! (Try it now and see how it works!) See what I mean? 

So keep a few childhood clothes for old time’s sake, and a couple of harmless childhood patterns for 

the nostalgia of it. Otherwise? Off with the old, on with the new...clothes, and patterns! 

 

Get Set . . . 

Your LifeCourse Patterns 
We speak of LifeCourse Patterns because they are patterns that last throughout the course of our lives. LEAP says 

that every human being creates these ten patterns in order to manage the universal problems that children have. Because 

we found them to be useful when we were children (and because we’re kind of lazy!) we carried them with us as we 

grew older and we continue to use them when the same kinds of things come up. LEAP says that you don’t need to 

continue managing your adult life using your childhood solutions! 

So all our patterns are, in general, like the patterns of everyone else. We were raised by human beings to be human, 

so it makes sense that we will be like humans in many ways. We were raised in our family to be like family members, 

so it makes sense that we will be like our family in many ways. So it’s not surprising that your Patterns will be the same 

as the patterns of everyone else. 

But your personal experiences were unique to you. So we can look at your patterns in particular as they pertain to 

you as an individual. So in this book we are going to look at your specific LifeCourse Patterns, explore them for how 

they came to be and revise them for today’s living. 

Social/Relationship/Community Patterns 

Background Patterns are formed from family influences present at your birth: Genetic history; Race, ethnicity, language, 

national origins, family traditions, stories, mottoes, values ,”atmosphere” (family mood), attitudes about religion, 

education, and politics),definitions of family vs. outsiders, and more. 

Beginning Patterns came as you observed and imitated your parents in a half-dozen roles: parents as parents, as partners, 

as male or female, providers of necessities, as mature adults, and as complete human beings. One day you would be 

like them, act like them, think like them (or reject their role-performances in some ways and create your own ways 

to play those roles). 
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Birth Order Patterns resulted from your birth-order and psycho-social position among your siblings. Were you first-

born, second- or middle-born, last-born? Only born? Your numerical order was moderated by other factors, such as 

sex, comparisons, handicaps or illness, special talents or abilities, and many other things. As an adult you interact 

with sibling-like others (partner, coworkers, friends, etc.) and expect them to behave as your siblings did with you, 

and to treat you as your siblings treated you as a child. 

Boy/Girlhood Patterns involve all your other childhood experiences: Play and playmates; toys; games; stories; imagi-

nary friend; family events; endings; school; teen years; dreams, and specific events. This was your training ground 

for life, your preparation for who you’d be as an adult and what would be important to you then. 

Belonging Patterns came as we tried to be significant in our family, first our parents, then siblings, playmates, and 

relatives. We tried six basic ways to belong: By seeking affection, attention, approval, control, fairness, and help. 

When we succeeded, we felt encouraged, and approached things with optimism and hope. When we failed, we felt 

discouraged, and were cautious, even fearful, about the future. Failure might lead us to feel inferior, strive to be 

superior, and over-compensate in order to get what we wanted. 

Individual/Personal Patterns 

Behaving Patterns are your use of the Event-Belief-Response Cycle. This most basic way to deal with everything in 

your life involves (1) Perceiving an event (accurate as well as inaccurate), (2) creating personal meanings about the 

Event, including Personal Truth (beliefs) and Private Logic; and (3) Responding to our personal meaning (and not to 

the Event) by thinking, feeling, and acting. (Yes, this is the one I want you to do first.) 

Believing Patterns are formed from the central truth you learned from a half-dozen specific events in your childhood. 

From them you created your Core Beliefs about Self, Love, Others/Community, Work, the World, and Mystery/Lim-

its. In many ways, these most basic beliefs form your personality (who you are) and your character (how you show 

your personality to others). 

Bewildering Patterns are how you lead yourself astray on the journey of your life. From childhood on, the world is 

unknown territory, and we have to get by the best we can. Along the way we may defeat ourselves by what we do, 

think, or feel. We may choose our personal interests over the good of the community. And we may spend our entire 

lives trying to solve a problem we weren’t able to solve as a child…setting ourselves a Mistaken Mission in life. 

Being Patterns arise from your need to define yourself as a person, with all that implies. First, you did this by creating 

mental images of your Self as ideals. Throughout life, then, you compared yourself with your Ideal Self, to see how 

you are doing, what needs improvement, etc. And you also did this by creating ideal images of other things and people 

in your world. And so you compared your real partner with your Ideal Partner, your Ideal Child with your actual 

children, your Ideal Job with the one you have, and so on. Such childhood ideals became your Being Patterns as an 

adult. 

Becoming Patterns are ways you managed important life experiences as a child. So you created ways to solve problems, 

make decisions, set and seek goals, handle a crisis, etc. You needed to do this as a child; the problem comes in 

carrying your ways into adult hood and still managing these same things as you did as a child. And so you solve 

problems as an adult using the ways you used as a six-year old. So, for example, you may solve problems today by 

getting flustered, walking away, throwing a tantrum, laughing them off, etc. 

Your Master Action Pattern (MAP). This is the Pattern of your Patterns, the collection of all the maps you use to guide 

your entire life, your personal Atlas. Without them, what would you do? The world is a strange place without a map, 

so it’s good that you created those patterns as a child! (Yes, it’s too bad you continue to use them past their expiration 

date, but don’t worry…we can revise them!) 

LEAP! 
 Now I need you to skip ahead and look at the session on Behaving Patterns, where you will 

learn about the E-B-R Cycle. This will really help as you explore the other patterns. 

 

Some suggestions 

How much time will this take? — In the On-Line approach to LEAP, there are two phases each week that take 
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some time: (1) Preparing for the session can take anywhere from one to several hours, depending on how thorough and 

detailed you want to be. (2) Doing the session itself on-line with me, which takes one hour each time. There will be 

twelve one-hour sessions. Give yourself two hours each week to prepare. The total will be about 36 hours. 

I want you to believe the time you spend will be worth it! In monetary terms, if LEAP were private therapy or  

counseling, at $100 per session that would be about $1200 instead of $450 for LEAP. But it isn’t about the money. You 

will be learning a lot about yourself in the 12 sessions and 24 hours of preparation...far more than you could learn in 

traditional counseling. In fact, you could be in traditional counseling for at least two years (over $10,000 if you’re keep-

ing track) and not learn as much about yourself. Here are some ways to make it all worth it: 

USE the LEAP On-Line LogBook! — Fill it with words and sentences that complete your thinking from the Note-

Book. If you don’t you won’t remember what you learned. Hundreds of clients have thanked me for emphasizing this, 

because they often go back to their notes and ae continuing to learn from them. 

Take it slow — Remember, you’re reviewing your entire life! If you think it’s too big a job, break it down into small 

parts, maybe a page at a time, or a single idea. Think about it; write some notes to remind yourself. There’s no hurry; no 

one is holding a stop-watch on you! There won’t be a quiz or test of any kind and the answers you give can only be right, 

so long as you’re honest with yourself. 

Proceed in order — The patterns are presented in a way that prepares you for the ones that come after. (The exception 

is the Behaving Patterns. Do that session first, so you will understand the E-B-R Cycle and can use it with every pattern.) 

Privacy — Don’t leave this book or your notebook lying around for curious eyes to see. These are your private 

thoughts. Other people may decide it’s OK to look, and they will not understand that, while you are engaged in exploring 

your Patterns, you are trying out some new ideas or behaviors, and this activity is still unfinished. And people who read 

what you’ve written may take it as an invitation to discuss what you’ve said!. 

Uncomfortable thoughts or “revelations” — For the most part, your exploration of your Patterns will involve things 

you already know. There should be few surprises, although there may be some “Aha!” moments when you make con-

nections you hadn’t before. However, if you find yourself feeling troubled by some topics or memories, please consider 

talking to a counselor to help you to sort them out. 

Involving others — Talking to those who knew you when can give you a different viewpoint or more information: 

family members, childhood friends, clergy, or former teachers may be helpful. Write, call, visit, or e-mail to ask what 

you were like at a certain time when they knew you. Remember, though, they saw you through their eyes, and may have 

reached different conclusions about what you were like than you did! And as it is to say this, some other people have an 

ax to grind with you, and their negative feelings may enter in to their assessment of you without you, or they, knowing 

it! 

Family Tree — Construct a simple family tree of several generations to visualize your family background. Add birth 

and death dates, national/ethnic background, work, religion, politics, etc. Albums, clippings, photos, scrapbooks, or old 

letters can be a gold-mine. Be careful with what you find out about your family. Don’t become a family gossip! (And 

remember, what you learn may not necessarily be true or accurate, but the way some family members wish had hap-

pened.) Also, you may turn up some family secrets. Be extra careful with these! 

Family genealogy, stories, and reunions — If your family has a written genealogy, look it over to get a sense of 

your past. Watch for generational patterns. If there is no family history, consider writing the story of your family. If your 

family has a reunion, attend it. Ask questions. Interview family members about how the family came to be here, as well 

as family stories and traditions. Be positive, and keep this private; don’t be a family gossip! Be careful about “family 

secrets.’ 

Organize your preparation, and make plans for Pattern revision 
You will explore and revise your LifeCourse Patterns using the LEAP approach outlined on page three. The 

following form combines a way to summarize what you learn in preparing for each session, with some ideas 

for revising your Pattern for improved adult living. Complete each (write small!) and have it handy when we 

discuss the pattern. Print ten copies, one for each Pattern: 
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My _____________________ Pattern 
Learn Write down questions you have about this Pattern. You need to understand it: 

Explore Select three things you learned about yourself by exploring this Pattern, and up to three things you’d like to discuss.  

Apply Guess how and why you used this Pattern as a child and how you use it today. What purpose does it serve for you? 

Personalize How does what you learned about this Pattern relate to a relationship, work life, family life, some problem you may have or 

some decision you must make. Write notes about this below so we can talk about it: 

Practice Task What have you learned from exploring this Pattern that will help with your Practice Task? 

Revising my ___________________ Pattern 
What to revise — Describe the Pattern as you apply it now. Be specific. Word it so you can do something about it. 

How my Pattern limits me — Write a sentence to show the limits of a childhood pattern on your adult life today. 

My Pattern After I Revise It — How it will be different from the old Pattern? Describe the pattern for today: 

Why to revise — Write a sentence to describe how your life will be better by revising this Pattern. 

What to do — Write below what you will do to revise this Pattern. Be specific; spell out your actions and what needs to be done. Create a 

mental picture of you, acting to gain your goal Set reachable goals and do-able tasks. 

Resources — What will you need to revise your pattern? Books? Other people? Money? An idea? Note here what you think you’ll need; 

revise and add to this list as you go along. 

Time-frame — Set specific dates and times for when you will begin, how long you will take, and your deadline for completion. Stick to 

them, no excuses! 

How much? — This means what amount of revision will be enough for you? What will satisfy you? 

Results — Make notes about what happened, things at which you failed or succeeded, and your next steps. In this evaluation phase, jot 

down what worked, what didn’t, what to try differently next time, and so on. 

LEAP On-Line NoteBook  Page 9 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

Choose a Practice Task 

Your “Practice Task” is some current problem, decision, question, or other issue you can use to apply what you learn 

in each session. Here are some suggestions: 
 Make it simple — Don’t involve too many factors or complications; don’t try to solve every problem! 

 Make it meaningful — It needs to have some significance for you. (“What makes this task important to me?”) 

 Make it practical and real Make it real. (Ask “How will it make a difference in my life this week? What will the difference 

look like? What effect will it have that improves my life is specific ways that I can name?”) 

 Make it time-limited — Try to have your Practice Task done by the time you finish your LEAP. Of course you can return to 

LEAP or use the notes you keep from LEAP to work on another Task. 

Your Practice Task should include a problem aspect, something to be solved. Here are some areas: 
 Job/career — Job change, satisfaction or dissatisfaction, tensions at work, meaning of my work 

 Feeling stuck — At a dead-end; going nowhere; no options; not able to see a way out. 

 Family life — Partners (relationship issues); parenting (child-raising issues); adult parents; estrangement. 

 Relationships — Friends; family; co-workers, neighbors; people in church, clubcs, hobby-groups, etc.). 

 Feelings/thoughts — Can’t control; obsessions; fears/phobias; mood disorders, unhappiness, depression, etc. 

 Decisions — What to do? When? How? Getting help? 

Choose a Practice Task to apply what you learn about each Pattern. This is some current issue, problem, or decision in 

your life now. The following can get the ball rolling if you can’t think of your own: 
 What do I get out of having bad feelings or unwelcome thoughts? (Remember, we get something out of what we do, or we 

wouldn’t do it in the first place! Behavior has a goal we want to achieve.) 

 What do I get out of being annoyed or angry, or out of annoying others? (How do I do this?) 

 What do I get out of doing things that defeat my goals or go against my interests? What are my interests? 

 What do I get out of always being late? 

 What do I get out of not having enough cash when I’m with others, and so depend on their paying for me? 

 What do I get out of needing to tell a funnier joke or know more than others? What do I get out of boasting? 

 What do I get out of being pushed around?  

 What do I get out of pushing others around? 

 What do I get out of being shy and reserved? Or needing to talk all the time and have the last word? 

Each begins with “What do I get out of…?” A key idea in LEAP is that we do things in order to get a result, following 

the principle of psychology of us: All behavior has a purpose, and that’s how we can explain it. 

The alternative is that behavior is caused and we have nothing to do with it. We take the view that behavior is best 

explained not by the past but by what it aims to get in the future. Go with me; things will make more sense! 

And remember: Things that look alike probably are alike. How we deal with one thing is probably how we deal with 

similar things. So keep these three things in mind as you work on your Practice Task: 

1. How you deal with this issue is probably how you deal with similar issues. How you created or applied former 

patterns is probably how you still create and apply patterns now. It’s easier to use old Patterns than create new 

ones, such as your personal habits, how you think about things, favorite things (TV shows, books, activities), 

kinds of people you like or dislike, and whatever else makes you you. And c’mon…this is not brain surgery or 

rocket science! This is simply recognizing who you are, and how you tend to repeat all kinds of things in your 

life, often without realizing it. 

2. How you excuse or justify yourself with this issue is probably how you make excuses for other things. How you 

excused or justified your behavior as a child is probably how you still excuse or justify actions today. Private 

Logic is how you convince yourself that your self-oriented actions are reasonable. 

3. What you do now in this kind of situation is probably what you do in similar situations. Patterns tend to last 

unchanged through life. Who you are at 60 is pretty much who you were at 6! This is good, because you are your 

patterns, from beginning to end. If you could change them easily, you’d be someone else, and you don’t want that! 

But it’s also bad when you use manage your adulthood by only your childhood patterns. 

Who you like or dislike, how you show it, who you like to be around and who you avoid, how you compare yourself 

with others, what you do to feel less inferior, what you do to feel significant…all that and more is what you’ve been 

doing since you were a kid. Relationship patterns don’t change much over the years. It’s not reasonable to assume that 

we have changed much, just because the years have passed. We are who we are, and not someone else. 
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Session 2  Pattern One 

Background Patterns  

Explore Your Background Patterns 
First we’ll explore Patterns that were present to influence you at your birth. You had no control over them; later you 

could decide what they would mean for your life. These patterns in your background include your genetic heritage (sex, 

race, tendency toward diseases, family traits, etc.), national and ethnic origins, your family’s social and economic class, 

language, traditions, values, religion, family atmosphere, your specific parents and siblings, and a whole lot more! 

This session is divided into two sections. The topics apply to most people, although the division of the topics is 

somewhat arbitrary. For example, race, national origin, and sex are common to all people, but they also have personal, 

family, and social meanings. Each topic follows the LEAP format. Make notes in your Notebook. The topics are to start 

your thinking: I will point out a path; it’s up to you to walk it.  

The Larger Human Background 
We begin with the broadest possible way of looking at ourselves: As human beings. You are a result of human 

genetics, race, national and language groups, cultures with attitudes about religion, politics, education, work, marriage 

and child-rearing. All of humanity is filtered through your family, defining and limiting you before you drew your first 

breath. Although such factors are the same for all people in general, they are unique for each person in particular. We all 

have parents; you had specific parents. Your family was unique to you. You decided what your family meant to you, and 

such personal meanings shape how you view yourself, others, and your world. You may not have had much control over 

your Background Patterns, but you did and do have some control over what you decide they mean to you! 

LEAP places the individual within the community of family, society, and culture. Alfred Adler spoke of social em-

beddedness and that the individual cannot escape the influence and responsibilities of the community. He called this an 

“Iron Law.” Being part of a group gives us a sense of place, of belonging. Communities define who is a member and 

who is not, who’s in and who’s out, who is “us” and who is “them.” 

Human Race — Everyone of the human genotype; “people” rather than flowers or squirrels. 

Nation — Your present country, and your countries of origins, and your ethnic and language group. 

Sex — We’re male or female. How we’re treated and what’s expected of us is defined by the community. 

Community — Plural human beings organized by race, religion, values, origins, beliefs, politics, etc. 

Neighborhood — People who live nearby. They may have little in common but proximity. 

Extended family — Relatives related to you by blood or marriage. 

Family — The basic human unit. Two parents, at least one child. 

Race/nationality/ethnicity 

LEARN — You’re part of a racial/national/ethnic group. We all belong to one such group. What ours means to us is 

guided by our thoughts, our family, and by society and its labels. This involves how we see ourselves, what we think of 

ourselves as a member of our group, what we think of others in our group, and also what we think of others who are not 

in our group. 

EXPLORE — What are your parents’ backgrounds? What did you think about them as a child? Now? (Proud? 

Ashamed? Angry? Confused?) How has this background contributed to who you are, how you think, and how you 

behave? Do you feel a part of your group now, or disconnected? Can you say how your parents felt or acted because of 

their group? (Were your parents of same, or different, groups?) 

APPLY — Think of a recent time when you thought about, or behaved because of, your heritage group. What was 

it? How often do you think of yourself as a member of this group? What’s it like to be of your group now? What was it 

like to be of your group as a child? Give yourself some examples. Make some connections. 

PERSONALIZE — What would you revise about your heritage? If you could change it, what would you 
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being of your background? 

Language 

LEARN — Words transfer ideas in our minds to the minds of others. It’s the closest we come to mind-reading. 

Language and grammar shape how we think about ourselves, others, and the world. And while we may speak a common 

tongue, family, friends, coworkers, etc., each form a “language group” with special vocabularies. Listening to profes-

sionals (doctors, lawyers, clergy), specialists, or car repairmen talk among themselves may make us think they have a 

different language! 

Growing up with a language different from others (friends, school mates, play mates) can lead us to feel different. If 

ours was the dominant language, those who spoke another one could have been seen as odd, even mysterious. How did 

your family language shape your thoughts? Was it the same as others? If different, did that set you apart in some way? 

How did your childhood language make you part of a particular group? What did your parents think about learning 

another language? 

EXPLORE — What languages were spoken in your home as a child? What was the main one? What were family 

attitudes about correct grammar, enlarging vocabulary, etc.? Think of any words or phrases your family used just among 

its own members. Did you think it odd or different if a family member spoke the “original” language and refused to learn 

the new one? Did you think you should learn your family’s original language, even just for fun or the differentness of 

it? 

APPLY — As a child, what did you think of your family’s language? Were you proud? Embarrassed? Indifferent? 

Do you continue your family ideas and attitudes about language today? How are they the same and how are they differ-

ent? Try talking with family members about this. What are the differences between older and younger folk, or between 

different generations?  

PERSONALIZE — What languages do you speak and/or write today? What have you learned since childhood about 

language, reading, or writing? Do you known or speak/write a second language or more? Learn some words in another 

language. Add a new word each day to your vocabulary. This can increase your understanding of others and your ways 

of describing your world to yourself. 

Sex 

LEARN — Being male or female is a matter of genetics. But what you think about being male or female is a combi-

nation of cultural influences and personal attitudes. As a boy or girl, you were given a name and told what clothes you 

could wear. Then you were told your role, opportunities, duties, and limits of being male or female. And soon enough, 

you incorporated the community’s definitions into your own thinking. 

Not long ago the phrase “It’s a man’s world” summed up the place of men in society…and therefore, it seems, the 

place of women as well. Just a century ago, as Freud and Adler were wrestling with these questions, much of the western 

world was still being influenced by the Victorian Era. Women sought counseling for their hysterical neuroses. Freud 

(with Plato) believed women were hysterical because they had wombs. Thus they were weak and flighty and unable to 

cope with their lives because they were women, having wombs. Adler, however, saw the problem arising as women tried 

to escape the definitions and strictures of a male-dominated society and get respect in a world where men defined women 

as (you guessed it!) weak and flighty and unable to cope. Thus women were defined by men. Adler said This is not a 

psychological problem, but a social problem. (He said “all problems are social problems.”) Some would say that, despite 

progress, not much has changed. 

EXPLORE — What was it like being a boy or girl in your family? What were differences in ways each was treated? 

How did this reflect treatment of your parents by each other? 

APPLY — How do you feel being male/female today? How are such feelings connected to childhood? Note some 

of the privileges, limits, problems with being female or male today: 

PERSONALIZE — Much of how you think of yourself as “male” or “female” is largely a matter of culture, trans-

mitted first through your parents and family. Consider how the ways you act, dress, talk, etc., may reflect others’ ideas 

about your sex, rather than your own. What could you change to be more in keeping with how you want to define 

yourself? 
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LEARN — Religion is important in some families, not in others. It may be consciously chosen or a family inher-

itance. Many families have two or more religious groups in their backgrounds, as well as a history of how they overcame 

differences. Religious devotion and participation differ; some family members may be anti-religion. Religion helps shape 

one’s views of self and others and the world, and can be a strong influence on moral and community behavior. It provides 

guidance with life’s mysteries, and family issues like child rearing, discipline, etc. 

EXPLORE — How did childhood religion influence you then? What kind of religious education did you have as a 

child? How have you changed in your religious beliefs and attitudes? What were your parents’ attitudes toward religion? 

Were they active in religious events? Were they of the same religion? If not, how were differences handled? What were 

your parents’ religions or beliefs? What were their religious affiliations: as children, as youth/young adults, when they 

met, now? If changes over time: Why? (Ask, if you can.) 

APPLY — How does your childhood religion influence you now? How is it different from, or the same as, your 

parents? What do you believe? How is what you believe different from your parents, your family, your siblings? What 

has changed for you? Why? (Did something specific happen for you to lose faith, gain faith, change faith?) Are you a 

skeptic? A questioner? A “true believer” (meaning you do not question)? A casual believer, luke-warm, perhaps mini-

mally observant at holidays? 

PERSONALIZE —How religious are you now? How do your religious ideas influence other parts of your life, such 

as work, family, marriage, activities? How do you handle doubt? When and how has your religious faith disappointed 

you? What was the disappointment? Has it rescued you or helped you in some specific way? How well does your religion 

work in a personal crisis? Is prayer personal contact with a higher power or a formality? Are your religious ideas inherited 

or have you personally chosen them? If you have chosen different ones, how much is that a need to be different from 

your family? 

Education 

LEARN — “Education” can mean what is learned, how it is learned, family attitudes about curiosity, how infor-

mation is passed along, as well as formal schooling. In some families, the usefulness of education is to get a good job or 

into the right profession; in others, it’s purpose is to learn for the sake of learning. Some children learn despite their 

parents; others because of them and their example. Some families have an “atmosphere” in which learning is encouraged 

or discouraged. 

What was the purpose of education in your family: To learn? Prepare for work? Satisfy curiosity? Get ahead? Be like 

others? Bragging rights? What is the place of learning in your life today? How do you continue to learn? Who did your 

family think needed an education: Oldest child? Boys? All the kids? What were your parents’ attitudes if a child chose 

an interest different from the parents? How did parents encourage or discourage learning in the children? Did they help 

with homework? Were they involved with school? Did they discuss current topics and encourage the children to take 

part? Were books and reading important in childhood? 

EXPLORE — Mother’s education; Father’s education. How far did each go in school? Were there extenuating 

circumstances for ending school early? What was the general attitude of your family toward education, learning, reading, 

etc?  

APPLY — How did your family’s or parents’ attitudes about education influence your formal education (such as 

how long you stayed in school or whether you dropped out early, if you went to college and where and why, etc.) and 

your general desire for learning? How do you continue to learn and grow as a person today? Is it formal (do you take 

classes) or informal (through reading and keeping up on things)? 

PERSONALIZE — Later we’ll look at your education (Boy/Girl-hood Patterns). How did your parents’ attitudes or 

examples encourage or discourage your ideas about learning? How can you create your own attitudes? Consider taking 

a correspondence course or an adult education class, perhaps about some topic you wouldn’t normally consider! 

Work 

LEARN — What one does for a living has various meanings in families: To make money, improve society, live a 

dream, prove something, get ahead, afford nice things, etc. Family attitudes about who works are important, as is the 

monetary value of work. Still in some families, men work and women stay home. Some families find certain work 

honorable, others demeaning. Such attitudes can influence career and educational choices, as well as one’s Ideal Job 

Image. What was the difference (in your family) between a job, a career, a profession, and a vocation? 
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decision happen? Were you expected to take up a certain work or profession because of your family, sex, education, 

etc.? What do you think would be your work now without such influences? Does what you do make you happy? What 

goals does your work satisfy for you? 

What was your mother’s work? _____________________________________________________________ 

What was her attitudes about work? _________________________________________________________ 

What was your father’s work? ______________________________________________________________ 

What was his attitudes about working? ______________________________________________________ 

What did they do voluntarily for the community? 

Mother: ________________________________________________________________________________ 

Father: _________________________________________________________________________________ 

APPLY — How are your present work, and work attitudes, influenced by what your parents did as work or a career? 

Is present job a continuation of family ways and not something you chose for yourself? 

PERSONALIZE — If your career was inherited from your family, or your family really influenced your choice, 

what would you have chosen instead? (A mime instead of a CPA?) Why do you work? What changes would make you 

happier at what you do? Are you where you thought you would be at this point in your life? What was your dream about 

work? Are you successful? Do you feel stuck? 

Politics 

LEARN — Like religion, politics can be hereditary in that children are often of the same party and persuasion as the 

parents. “We’ve been Democrats since the world was formed!” they might say. 

More than formal party affiliation, politics involves how things get done in both family and the wider society. It 

involves how decisions are made, who makes them, how actions are taken, and more. In some families, one person 

makes the decisions; in others, members are consulted; in still others, regular family meetings are held. How a family 

handles its political life influences feelings of belonging and significance. 

EXPLORE — Were your parents involved in politics? Were they conservative, liberal, in the middle? Did they have 

similar or different views from each other? Did they discuss politics around, or even with, the children? How were family 

decisions made? Did you feel involved or left out? What were your parents’ political affiliations, attitudes, and involve-

ment? Did they change over the years? Who changed? Why? 

APPLY — How are your political ideas and politics connected with parental examples? Whose? How have your 

political views or involvement changed over the years? In what ways? How are your political attitudes or involvement 

like, or a reaction to, your parents? 

PERSONALIZE — If your politics are inherited, what do you get out of keeping your parents’ views or affiliations? 

If chosen and different from your parents, is this a reaction against them, or have you truly thought out the differences? 

What can you do to make your community a better place? 

Cohort 

LEARN — A cohort is a group that shares a common time and experience (a child of the 60s, WW II veterans, the 

Class of ’52, etc.) Sometimes a cohort is, “when my life finally came together” or “when I really grew up.” We may see 

a cohort as a time of transition from one life-stage to another. We may see them as the high point of our lives. We may 

recall our cohort time in terms of cultural elements such as music (“the big band era,” “the Beetles”); politics (“the Nixon 

years,” “the day Kennedy was shot”); social events (“the moon- landing,” the Depression, civil rights, Baby Boomers, 

or the “Watergate Era,” etc.). Your cohort can set a tone for the rest of your life. You might look back on that time with 

nostalgia (“the good old days”), as a measure of how far you’ve come, as a time you made an important decision, etc. 

Think of the group and time important in your life. 
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your life today? How is your present cohort (group of friends, etc.) like or unlike those same kinds of people when you 

were a child, or in school or college? 

PERSONALIZE — If it’s possible, make contact with cohort members from your youth. Perhaps attend a school 

reunion and see how cohort members turned out. How did life when you knew them then predict what they would be 

like now? How did something from your cohort (your high school class or your neighborhood, for example) shape 

something about your today? What was it? Do you consider this a good or a bad thing? 

Family Influences 

The most important group we belong to is our family. Our biological parents passed to us a genetic template relating 

us to our ancestry. Skin, hair, and eye color, inheritable diseases, whether we’re tall or short, fat or thin, bald, etc., are 

just a small part of this genetic heritage. 

Individual problems are ultimately social problems, for which the family is the training ground. We’ve said several 

times that the family is the child’s first experience with the human community. The family is the starting point, where it 

all begins. This cannot be said too strongly! 

Family genetics are important, and so are the family’s stories, attitudes, sayings, “truths,” myths, and values that are 

passed to us through our parents, grandparents, and other relatives. What were your parents like when they were children? 

How did their parents’ ways get passed on to them? What child-rearing methods did your parents get from their parents 

and use with you? How did your parents repeat their family atmosphere in your childhood home? Both of your parents 

had a personal backgrounds and influences! Among common family influences are: 

Family Motto — This is a saying by which the family sums up something important about how members should 

think or behave. They are words to live by. In the play Death of A Salesman, Willie Loman told his sons, “It’s not 

enough to be liked; you must be well liked!” Adler’s father said, “Never take anything for granted, but find out 

everything for yourself.” A motto might be: “Family comes first” or “Never tell family secrets to others” or 

“Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know!” 

Family Story — Families have stories about people and events: A black sheep or saint, some family secret, how the 

family came to this country, some member who was special (war hero, eccentric), etc. Many are aimed, like 

mottoes, to define appropriate family behavior, and to keep members in line. 

Home — We are all raised in a place, such as a house or apartment, a neighborhood, a city, a small town, or on a 

farm. Even if you moved around as a child, there is probably one place you think of as “home.” Did you move 

around or stay in one place? Why? What is your “home town” now?  

Differentness — How was your family different from other families? How were some members different from other 

members? How did your family deal with differences? How did you deal with them? Did you see yourself as 

different? How do you deal with differentness now? 

Family Atmosphere — Each family has a general mood that sets the tone for the family life: happy, sad, angry, 

cheerful, curious, boring, etc. The parents establish it, the children express it. What was your family’s atmosphere, 

and how do you repeat it in your present family today? 

Family Rules — Families establish rules about how members should and shouldn’t behave, with rewards and pun-

ishments, expressed or implied. Misbehavior usually means a child is doing something that annoys adults or that 

adults don’t approve. Some families have “public” and “private” topics, voices, behaviors, etc. 

Family Values — These are the ways of thinking and behaving that are important to the family. To summarize what 

values involve: 

1: A value must be (a) chosen, (b) freely, (c) from alternatives. 

2: A value must be (d) prized and cherished; one must be happy with the choice, and (e) willing to be publically 

affirmed. 

3: And a value must be able to be acted on, so that one (f) does something about it by choice, and (g) is acted 

on repeatedly, so it becomes part of the pattern of one’s life. 
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limits on what man can meet what woman and have what offspring.) Physical, racial, and mental attributes are mixed in 

and passed along, and we are each the result of such mixing over time. We may take the results of our genetic heritage 

for granted (“It’s who I am”), or we may see them as differences that set us apart. 

Adler’s early work was based on how physical differences influenced a child’s self-image and sense of self. He said 

children who are physically smaller or weaker than others might see themselves as “minus” and try to become plus by 

over-compensating to get ahead of others. This is the familiar superiority complex resulting from an inferiority complex. 

Feeling small in a world of big can remain with us for our whole lives. 

EXPLORE — List in your notebook any inheritable traits, diseases, disabilities (yours or other family members). 

Likewise, any accidents that resulted in serious injury (such as having a limb removed, etc.) 

APPLY — How do they influence you now? Has a family disease shown itself in your life, and limited you in some 

way? How? What do you think or feel about it? What have you done about it? (Examples: set up a foundation to find a 

cure; brought it up with others at every opportunity; ignored or even denied its presence in your life; used it as an excuse 

to not have done more with your life.) 

PERSONALIZE — Adler spoke of courage in striving as the ability to move beyond personal limits to achieve 

success in reaching one’s goals. Faced with limits, some people give up while others say, “I won’t let this stop me!” 

Some courageous people are true heroes; we usually don’t hear about most of them. 

Real Limits in childhood 

LEARN — A child may be limited in childhood in various ways. Economic (poverty), a physical handicap, intellec-

tual ability, poor skills, and so forth. A child may feel (that is, rate oneself as) limited, even though not. A child may 

think that, compared with other children, his family is poor, when in fact both families are typical middle class. Or a 

child may imagine some limit (“Mom liked my sister best!”). In any case, the limit is perceived by the child to be real, 

and therefore it is real. 

What does the child do about limits? The answer may be the difference between real and imagine limits. Adler noted 

that both real and imagined feelings of limitation can lead to self-ratings of less, minus, or inferior, and strivings that are 

compensatory in that they seek to establish a balance to overcome the imbalance they feel. 

Some children overcome practical, physical, or intellectual limits and emerge from the contest as better, having 

striven with courage and been successful. This experience prepares them for other contests in the future where they must 

pit themselves against a real or imagined foe. It is the essence of Striving-With-Courage that one does not give up, one 

tries harder, one finds ways to overcome, and one has hope and a vision of a better future. 

Other children may overcome a perceived (but not “real”) limit by working or trying harder, or finding success in an 

area other than the one in which they feel limited. Such a child who was not first-born or was not the “right” sex must 

overcome certain limits of sibling place. If the older brother is a sports star, for example, the child may seek and find 

success in academics, art, or music. Children who can’t find an acceptable way to overcome what they think of as 

inferiority may seek power or control over others, perhaps by bullying, to make up the deficit. 

EXPLORE — Did you have a real limit in childhood? What was it? What did you think about it? How did you feel? 

What did you do? What did other people think or say or do about your limit? What was your response to them? How 

long did this limit last? Did it become permanent, and is it the same limit today as it was then? What are you doing about 

that? How is your response to it today similar to (or different from) what it was when you were a child? 

APPLY — How does your real limit as a child make itself known in your life today? Is it still there, or is it just a 

memory? How did your experience with it as a child prepare you for other limits on your life today? Because of what 

happened with your limit as a child, how well or poorly equipped do you feel today to deal with other limits? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about a limit you may have today, or may have in the near future. (I’m thinking here that, 

as we grow older, certain natural limits set in with age, anything from arthritis to high blood pressure to other physical 

ailments.) Based on how you dealt with a limit as a child, how do you suspect you will deal with an adult limit? How 

will you deal with it differently? In what other ways have you learned to “strive with courage” in life, not only against 

personal limits, but against limits imposed on others? Have you taken a stand when you have seen people limited by 

color, creed, or similar social impositions? If so, how was what you did similar to how you dealt with limits as a child? 
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Imagined Limits in childhood 

LEARN — A child may believe there are limits when there are none, and may use such imagined limits to gain 

private goals such as special treatment, pity, dominance or control, etc. I say “believe when there are none” knowing 
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that believing often makes it so, and that believing there are limits gives them their own existence. 

Exaggerated attention to our limits, especially to those that we “make up,” follows the principle of the Psychology of 

Use. For example, we may have a true physical handicap that limits us in some way, yet we may also use it to achieve a 

private purpose. My painful arthritis may be real, but I can also get sympathy or pity or control out of it. “Sorry, I can’t 

go to the opera tonight, honey; my arthritis is acting up again.”  

So we may think ourselves as being less strong or less able or less smart in order to give ourselves reasons (and 

therefore permission) not to get ahead, not to accomplish more, not to succeed, or perhaps to cause trouble, to bully 

others, or to seek special favors. In such cases, perception has nothing to do with reality, but with how I can use the 

situation to create some personal advantage. 

EXPLORE — What limits did you have as a child that you used to get something? What did you want? What did 

you do? How well did you succeed? How about limits you made up, things you believed (or convinced others to believe) 

held you back or prevented you in some way? 

Every thought, feeling, or action serves a purpose; it is always intended to help us get something we want. This is not 

selfishness; it is the nature of how we operate to get things done. (Review Behaving Patterns.) It is only a question of 

figuring what purpose, what goal, what end result is intended by some behavior. Sometimes we can figure it out by 

tracing backward the sequence of events that resulted in…the result. So we look at the end product and think “What did 

I do to get to this point? What steps did I take? When did I decide this goal was important to reach? What led me to think 

that?” 

The process is the same whether we are dealing with real or imagined limits. The difference between the two is 

probably that, in locating why we wanted the goal and were willing to lie to get it, we will discover a bit of Private Logic 

and a willingness to be socially useless. 

APPLY — Can you think of a time you lied about a limit as a child? (“Mom, I can’t go to cough school today because 

cough I think I’m coming down with something.”) Can you think of any carry-over of such a time into your life today? 

(“Sorry, boss cough I can’t make it to work today cough I think I’m…etc.”) It’s not the fact of such deception, it’s the 

purpose. What do you want or expect to get out of behaving is such a way? Is it time to abandon your childhood decep-

tions and become a more honest person? 

PERSONALIZE — To pretend we have limits when we do not have them involves using Private Logic to justify 

socially useless behavior, that is, a lie, to foster private goals. If you create limits today as you did when a child, just to 

manipulate other people, perhaps it’s time for you to stop relying on pretense or fiction, and learn instead to be honest. 

Childhood residence, living space, moves 

LEARN —Where did you live as a child? What kind of place was it? Did your family rent or own? Have you visited 

the place you grew up in, or seen pictures of it? How much of it can you remember today? What was “home” for you? 

What does that mean to you now? In his poem/play The Death of the Hired Man, Robert Frost said, “Home is where, 

when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” and also “home is something you somehow haven’t to deserve.” 

Some children live their whole lives in the same house. Others move many times. Moving often means leaving old 

friends and making new ones. Remember that “home” is more a state of mind than a place. The place is where important 

things happened; the important things are what made it a home. 

EXPLORE — What was your childhood home like? How often did you move then? What was your “home town” 

like? As a child, did you have your own place to sleep or play, or did you have to share space? With whom? How did 

that go? Did you have or make a place where you could get away? (Was this real, or imagined?) Write about your living 

space as a child. 

APPLY — Is where you live now like or unlike your home as a child? How? Where do you go now to be alone? 

How do you feel about moving today? Is where you live now your “home”? 

PERSONALIZE — Try to find pictures of your childhood home(s); visit it, if you can. Talk with siblings or your 

parents about what it was like to live there. Think of where you go to be by yourself: is it a physical place, or a place in 

imagination? What’s it like when you’re there? How are your movements as an adult like or unlike similar patterns when 

a child? Do you feel a need now to stay put, or to move every so often? How well do you handle change in your life? 

Do you dread it? Need it? 
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Family motto, saying, words to live by 

LEARN — Families often have “words to live by” or mottoes aimed at guiding members in life. Adler’s, from his 

father, was “Always find out things for yourself.” Mottoes can be implied and unspoken, or explicit (perhaps even framed 
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and hanging on the wall). A family might have a motto for various areas life, such as child-rearing, career, marriage, etc. 

If the mother and father had different ideas, the mottoes might have been contradictory, and the children may have been 

put in the position of having to choose (and thus seem to take sides with one parent) or to ignore both (and get yelled at 

by both parents). 

Did your family have a motto? What was it, and what part of your life was it meant to guide? (This is also related to 

the slogans we hang on the wall of our mind to remind us of our limits, what we should and should not do, etc. We’ll 

look at that more in Being Patterns.) 

EXPLORE — Write your family’s motto, or create one that would explain something about your family, based on 

your knowledge of them. How was it passed on? What purpose did it serve in family life? 

APPLY — What does the motto mean to you today? How do you follow it or ignore it? What is the motto for your 

life today? How is it the same (perhaps in different words) or different than your childhood family’s motto? If you could 

choose a motto now (which you can!) what would it be? What purpose does your family motto serve in your life now? 

What purpose could a new motto serve for you as an adult today? 

PERSONALIZE — Write down a motto (not necessarily your own or your family’s; make one up if you must). 

What would your life would be like if you believed and followed it now? Let’s say your parents were wasteful or at least 

went ahead and bought anything they wanted, even if there wasn’t enough money. Their motto might have been, “Eat, 

drink, and be merry…” What if your motto today was, “Waste not, want not”, or “A penny saved is a penny earned”? 

Now come up with a new motto that you could follow in your life, at least for a while. Write it down, and keep this motto 

in mind when you look at your Mistaken Mission. See if it would help you solve a childhood Problem you couldn’t solve 

when you were a child. 

Family origins, beginnings, “where we came from” 

LEARN — Where did your family start? Families come from someplace, and usually have stories to tell of family 

beginnings: “Our family came from ___________ and it’s important, because ___________.” Such stories are about 

hope, courage, obstacles. They may be re-told at times of family difficulty or at reunions, to show “the stuff we’re made 

of!” Stories of origin carry a message: “Be like that!” or “Don’t be like that!” or “See how far we’ve come since our 

humble beginnings” (or maybe “See how far we’ve fallen,,,”) The purpose of such stories is mythological, the same as 

a nation, religion, or individual, which is to define beginnings, name heroes, and pass along important messages about 

“our family” to later generations. 

EXPLORE — Write the story of your family coming to this country, from both your mother’s and father’s side. 

Write more about this topic, if you can. Ask family members for help. Older relatives are usually happy to pass along 

such stories. Just be careful…they may be less than historically accurate, but the fictiveness of family history says some-

thing about how family members like to think of themselves. 

APPLY — How does this connect in your life today? Does it make you proud? Ashamed? Angry? Hopeful? Puzzled? 

Write below three words that puzzle you about your family origins, and expand in the LogBook): 

     

PERSONALIZE — Where did you learn this story? What do you think it means in your family? What is its lesson 

for present-day living? If you don’t know how your family got here, try to find out. Write it down and share it with other 

family members. They deserve to know. (And while you’re at it, if you have children, it’s time to start writing down the 

“story of my life” for them to have later on.) 

Family stories, tales, myths 

LEARN — Every family has stories about the courage, cowardice, even silliness of its members. Some stories in-

volve skeletons in the closet that are not to be shared outside the family. Stories are part of the family’s Personal Truth 

and Private Logic to help explain, justify, or excuse family ways. They may get passed around at family gatherings.  
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EXPLORE — Write down stories that are typical of something or someone in your family. Ask family members for 

help if you can’t think of any. Parents and siblings will have some good (possibly embarrassing?) stories about you as a 

child! Write them in your Notebook. 

APPLY — What did you learn from these stories about how to live your life now? Did they give you a greater 

appreciation of your family? 
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What about stories of you as a child? Can you make connections between the person you were then, and who you are 

now? How true or accurate were those stories? How predictive were they of your personality or character, who you are 

now, or something about you (If your family remembers you as a smart-aleck when you were a child…are you still a 

smart-aleck as an adult? Did you throw tantrums then, And do you throw tantrums now? Were you the family comic 

then and are you still a jokester? Then and now: Genius? Helper? Always late? Controlling? Full of excuses? Cheerful? 

PERSONALIZE — Family stories need to be written down and shared. Be careful, though, about sharing family 

secrets! Now…create your family’s story the way you’d like it to be for your Notebook. 

Family atmosphere 

LEARN — Each family has a dominant climate, aura, theme, or tone that describes major family attributes. A single 

word can seem to sum up much of what the family is all about or at least what one person (usually a parent) wants. Most 

people can think of words that suggest the emotional tone or mood of their childhood, and have ideas about who set it, 

how it was set, and how each member expressed it.  

EXPLORE — Here’s a list to start your thinking. Pick three words that describe your childhood family’s atmosphere. 

Write them in the form in the next page then give an example or two of how the word describes something about your 

family then, and your present family today. Expand in your notebook. 

Admiration Affection Anger Applause Out-Going Painful Emotional 

Approval Boredom Censure Courage Respect Sadness Odd 

Criticism Curiosity Dejection Depressed Skepticism Touchy-Feely Musical 

Disaster Discouragement Doomed Doubtful Pessimism Reproach Strict 

Effervescence Encouragement Envious Fearful Selfish Shame Crazy 

Freeing Happy Hopeful Hopeless Uncertain Warmth. Out going 

Intrusion Invasion Isolated Jealous Joyful Loving Religious 

Given Up Superficial Money-Driven Messy Moody Optimistic Friendly 
 

 

Word Example 

 

 

Then: 

 

 

Now: 

 

 

Then: 

 

 

Now: 

 

 

Then: 

 

 

Now: 
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APPLY — How do you repeat your childhood’s family atmosphere in your life or family today? What do you get 

out of it? What have you changed? Why? 

PERSONALIZE — Chances are you repeat something about childhood family atmosphere in your home today. Try 

to identify it, and ask yourself if that’s something you want to carry over from childhood. 

Parents and family atmosphere 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

LEARN — Parents set the tone for the family’s life, consciously or less so. One parent may dominate and the other 

parent “goes along.” In one family, Mom may have been loud and coarse, while Dad was quiet and soft-spoken. In 

another, both agree on what they want the family setting to be like, the prevailing mood or emotional tone of the family: 

happy, fearful, sad, angry, peaceful, noisy, quiet, encouraging, curious, arguing/fighting, sharing, cooperating, challeng-

ing. 

EXPLORE — What was the atmosphere your mother set in your childhood family? How did she set it? What was 

the atmosphere your father set in your childhood family? How did he set it? How did they agree/disagree about this? 

What did the disagreeing one do? 

APPLY — What is the family atmosphere in your home today, and how does it reflect that of your childhood home? 

How is it different now? How did it come to be that way? Who sets the family atmosphere in your home today? If a 

partner, how are differences handled? 

PERSONALIZE — Some adults, when they marry, think it is their family’s atmosphere that should be carried into 

the new home. This can put a strain on a marriage, when both partners think this way! Like so much else in marriage, 

there needs to be a balance between honoring childhood family traditions and creating a new home. And there are some 

parental ways can be left dishonored: anger, violence, or alcoholism. 

The Children and family atmosphere 

LEARN — Children can’t help but reflect the parental examples that set the family tone. Some years ago a woman 

wrote Children Learn What They live, in which the formula was “If a child lives with __________, he/she will learn 

__________.” So if a child’s parents are happy, the child will learn to be happy, and so on. Each child reflects the family 

atmosphere differently. One may respond to constant criticism by trying harder, another by giving up, and a third by 

acting out. 

EXPLORE — Note how you expressed the family’s atmosphere, giving an example. Note how your siblings ex-

pressed the family’s atmosphere, giving an example. What were the results? 

APPLY — How do you still apply or reject your childhood’s family atmosphere in your life today? How do your 

siblings continue to express the childhood family atmosphere in their lives? Can you discuss your childhood family 

atmosphere with your siblings, and get some other viewpoints about it? How have you changed your present family 

atmosphere from what you experienced as a child? Why have you done this? If partnered, how have you combined the 

two family atmospheres, or cooperated or competed in creating your own atmosphere? If children, how do they reflect 

the atmosphere you have established? 

PERSONALIZE — How do your children express the family atmosphere in your home? What connections are there 

between the atmosphere you set for them and how they live their lives? If you are a grandparent, how do you think the 

atmosphere you set for your children is being passed on to your grandchildren?  

Family differentness 

LEARN — Every family is different. They may be different in language or race, in origin or religion, in economic 

or marital status. Perhaps Dad was the town drunk, or your house was run down, or you were the only kid among your 

friends who didn’t have a TV set. The point is that, whatever the differences (and even if there aren’t any!) we can feel 

superior or inferior or proud or ashamed or envious or sympathetic about those around us. As a family we need to feel 

good about ourselves; sometimes that means making others look bad, at least in our own minds. 

EXPLORE — When you were a child, what did you think made your family different in some way? Was it good or 

bad? Why? How did you feel about that then? How do you feel about it now? 

How was your family different in some way from other families you knew as a child? Was it a positive or negative 

difference? Did you feel better than they, or worse, because of it? Did you develop a mental image of the Ideal Family, 

and use that to compare your own family to? Where did it come from? Perhaps a radio or TV show: “Ozzie and Harriet,” 

“Burns and Allen,” “Father Knows Best,” “The Andy Griffith Show,” “The Cosby Show,” etc. 
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APPLY — What did you think about differences between your family and other families? How are those thoughts 

the same, or different, with families today? How open are you now to differentness? Closed? Are there childhood lefto-

vers here? Do you need to keep them? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about what a family “should” be like. How was your family then like that? How is your 

family today like it or not like it? What are the three main ingredients of an Ideal Family for you? Write your answers in 

your Notebook, and go back to consider what you wrote at least three times in the next three weeks. 
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Family Ways 

LEARN — All families have their own family ways. They vacation, go shopping, celebrate holidays, have specific 

interests and hobbies, etc., in their own ways. Those ways were part of the family tradition. They were “the way we did 

these things.” Even if what you did were like what other families did, they were still your family’s ways. Some families 

do something different just to be different: they have lobster instead of turkey at Thanksgiving; they take pride in sneak-

ing into movies instead of paying; they wear out-of-fashion clothes...and so on. Whatever the ways your family had, they 

were your family’s ways! 

EXPLORE — Think about some of your family’s traditions. What made them traditions? (What purpose did they 

serve? Get-togethers? To air grievances? A formal occasion: birth, wedding, funeral?) Are they repeated today? If not, 

why did it/they end? (Did someone make a fuss? Did the tradition get boring? Did it no longer matter?) As with individual 

behaviors, family traditions have a purpose. Does the purpose of a tradition still hold today? Some traditions are picked 

up again when the time is right, as when a baby is born. 

APPLY — Think of your present family today. How do you keep traditions from your childhood family the same or 

differently today? What changes have you made from your childhood family ways? What new traditions have you cre-

ated as an adult, perhaps in your new family? What purpose are they intended to serve? If partnered, how have you 

combined “family ways” from each of you, in your new family? 

PERSONALIZE — Family ways are the family’s patterns to solve family problems, as your patterns are your ways 

to solve your problems. Think of a family way in your childhood and think about what problem it was meant to solve. 

Remember: “Results are goals attained.” Do you need to continue your family’s former ways for your life today? Do 

they solve a problem you no longer have?  

Do’s and Don’ts 

LEARN — Families decide what is acceptable and unacceptable for its members. The parents establish rules. What 

the rules are specifically depends on how the parents decide they want their children to behave, in home and in public. 

Such behavior was, in part, how the parents defined family membership, “our family’s ways” and guided the children to 

become part of the family through its atmosphere, traditions, and values. 

EXPLORE — Write a “do” from childhood; Write a “don’t” from your childhood: How did they reflect a parent’s 

personality? How were they enforced? Did you go along, give in, or rebel? 

APPLY — Do you maintain these ways today? How? Why? If not, why not? When you go against some family way, 

how do you feel? What are some of your do’s and don’ts today? What do you do when others don’t go along with you 

now, if they don’t share your opinions or ways of doing things, for example? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about your parents’ attitudes about rules. Did they emphasize obedience or thinking for 

yourself? What family rules are still a force in your life and behavior today? If some childhood rules no longer make 

sense now, how could you change them? 

Reward and Punishment 

LEARN — What happened as a result of your behavior? What were rewards and punishments in your family? Who 

delivered them? How? What forms did punishment take? Which was worse: getting spanked, parental disappointment, 

or feeling shame? What form did rewards take? Which was better: Gifts or money, or feeling special? 

EXPLORE — How were you rewarded as a child? How did you feel? How were you punished as a child? How did 

you feel? How did rewards or punishments work in your life then? (Did they accomplish something? Do you think they 

got what your parents wanted from you?  

APPLY — How do you reward yourself today for your personal accomplishments? How do you reward or punish 

others? How do you punish yourself today for things you do wrong? How are rewards and punishments today similar to, 

or different from, childhood? In what ways today, that involve other people, are you rewarded or punished? How is that 

similar to when you were a child? 
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PERSONALIZE —Parents may punish because they don’t know what else to do, or it’s what their parents did, or 

because it’s excepted of them (for example, their religion says “spare the rod and spoil the child.”) One of the main tasks 

of being a grown-up is to forgive our parents for not knowing any better than they did (and hope that our children will 

do the same for us!). Every adult has some memory of a parent being unfair or doing something they wish they hadn’t 

done. We, as parents, can only hope we learned some things and don’t do as much! 
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Quarrels, spats, fights, squabbles, tiffs, set-tos 

LEARN — Families fight. Or at least they “have words.” How did your family members quarrel? Over what? What 

did it mean to win or lose in your family? How did members make up? Was fighting regular or rare? Family fights have 

a goal or intended result, otherwise they wouldn’t happen. Can you make a guess what it was in your family? To control? 

Dominate? Subdue? Teach a lesson? Reach an agreement? Express an opinion? Be superior? Hurt the other in some 

way? What happened after the dust cleared? Resentment? Revenge? Punishing silence? Tears? Forgiveness? Reconcili-

ation? Apologies? Tension? 

Our parents fought for their own reasons, and sometimes we were confused or fearful, but pretty much in the dark 

about the cause of the fighting. You do well to remember ways your parents fought, since their ways may be your ways 

now. Did your parents fight about ideas? Things? People? Ways things should be done? Money? Power? Family tradi-

tions? The list can go on. There is an endless number of things married people can fight about. Since this is so, there are 

as many things you can fight about now with your partner. 

Siblings tend to copy parental fighting styles, and fight with each other for priority, power, and just because they can. 

Children tend to carry sibling fighting-styles into adult relationships with partner, friends, and coworkers. Couples doing 

LEAP need to keep in mind that this is probably also true for them. That is, how they fight with each other is often more 

a reflection of what they got out of fighting with their brothers or sisters, than it is about the present partner. Also, certain 

topics or issues can set a person off today just as quickly as it did when a child. 

EXPLORE — What did your family fight about? What form did fights take? Words? Physical? (How? To what 

extent?) What was the outcome of fights? Apology? Grudges? Call the cops? In what ways did you and your siblings 

fight as your parents fought? What was different? How do you fight today that’s like or unlike then? 

APPLY — How do your “family fighting ways” repeat today in your present family? What sets you off today the 

same way it did then? How are your fighting ways now like those of your family then? Are the results of fighting similar 

to results in childhood? What does it mean to win or lose and how is that connected to your family’s fighting? What new 

ways, and old ways, do you use when you fight now? Did family fighting discourage you from fighting in general, or 

did it convince you that this was a good or normal way to settle things? How is fighting with your partner like fighting 

with your siblings? When your own children fight, how are you like your parents in the way you respond to them?  

PERSONALIZE — Think about how your ways of fighting today reflect your childhood family’s ways. What can 

you change? What would you keep? What are your goals when you argue? What goals from then no longer matter today? 

What one thing would you change about your fighting style as you show now? What is fighting for? 

Single most important influence 
There were many influences from your family and the background that was present at your birth. So much was going 

on, as you inherited the centuries of history that led to you! Even so, one influence may stand out as the biggest one on 

your living today as an adult. Perhaps a motto, a value, the family atmosphere, an attitude, a decision. Think about it, 

make a few notes below, and then write yours in your LEAP LogBook. 
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Personalize Your Background Patterns 
What have you learned so far that will help you make your Background Patterns personal? What can you do to 

change how you think about your family, now that you are older and know more about it? What specific mental sentences 

can you change to give yourself a different perspective on something in your family? (Check out the 4-S Method of 

thought control in Behaving Patterns). What’s the best thing about your family background, the one thing you like or 
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respect about it? 

 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 
…A Relationship — How do your original family’s roles and traditions and stories and sayings define what you 

expect from others now, such as your partner or children? How do you behave or communicate because of your family 

past? What please you or disappoints you about your childhood family, and how does that strengthen or weaken a rela-

tionship today? How do you repeat your childhood family atmosphere in your home today? Your family’s fighting 

styles? Your family’s values? Make notes here: 

 

…Your Work or Career — What’s your family history about work? What kind of work is preferred? What’s forbid-

den? Who should work, who should not? In your family, was work to make a living, satisfy, reward, or contribute to 

society? How does your family’s attitude about work support or interfere with your work today, or perhaps to some 

decision you are making about work or career? How do family attitudes limit you in terms of your career, getting ahead, 

changing jobs? Make notes here: 

 

…A Problem or Decision — Do family influences force you to define a Problem in a certain way or limit your 

choices to only what your family would support? What’s your Family’s Way to deal with a problem? (Tough it out? 

Ignore it? Solve it? Worry, but do nothing?) What’s your way, and how is it like, or different from, your family way? 

Think of a specific example to help you understand your family’s influence on how to solve problems or make decisions. 

Make notes here: 
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beginning. How does what you’ve learned about your Background Patterns contribute to this ask? How do your ear-

lier/childhood patterns get in your way somehow? Make notes here: 
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Revise Your Background Patterns 
You can’t change family genetics, traditions, values, and other influences, but you can decide what they mean to you. 

How much will you let it limit you as a grown-up? You may not have been powerful or smart enough then to go against 

your Family’s Ways. But things are different now. You can change the meanings you give to certain events, and therefore 

how you behave about them. To revise LifeCourse Pattern involves changing the mental sentences you use to continue 

childhood ways as an adult. Remember: When you were a kid, throwing a tantrum may have gotten you some attention 

or control. Now it just annoys people. 

“If I could change one thing…” 
Look back and think of changing one thing about your childhood family. This is the “magic wand” part of the program 

in each session! Maybe it’s something that happened that shouldn’t have, or something that didn’t happen that you wish 

had happened. 

The point is to imagine one influence from your Background Patterns that you’d change if you could. By imagining 

this one change, you are giving yourself permission to think a different thought about your family’s influence on you 

today. This is an amazing power. While you can’t change your past, you can change what, in the present, you tell yourself 

about the past. Write one change below, and one or more changes in your notebook. Return to the list from time to time 

and think about other ways you can change your mind and therefore change your patterns. 

If I could change one thing about the influence of my family on my life today, it would be: 

 

And here’s a suggestion to me about how I might make such a change: 
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Session 3  Pattern Two 

Beginning Patterns 
 

Explore Your Beginning Patterns 
The next LifeCourse Pattern involves the influence your parents had on you when you were a child, and how that 

influence continues today in your adult patterns as you’ve continued or perhaps revised them. 

We begin by looking at specific roles each parent played. What they did became examples to you and your siblings 

about how you should act in those same roles in the future in your own families. As children, you pretended to be Mom 

and Dad when you played house. Growing up, you copied them, rejected their examples, or adapted their ways and 

created somewhat different roles based on new information or different needs. 

Your parents played a half-dozen important roles: Parent (your father as a father, your mother as a mother), Partner 

(your father as a husband, your mother as a wife), Provider (each providing the necessities to sustain the home and its 

members, as well as the less tangible things like nurturance, teaching, etc.), Male/Female (your father as a male/man, 

your mother as a female/woman), Adult (your parents as examples of grown-up or “complete” human beings), and Per-

son (each parent as one with wider community involvements such as work, church, etc. 

You learned how to play parental roles by observing your parents. You pretended to be like them when you played 

house (for example) with siblings or playmates. You compared them with parents you saw on movies or on TV, or read 

about in books. And so you learned what to expect of yourself in those roles, and what your “role partner” expected of 

you. Today you continue to play those same parent roles. 

In this session you’re going to think about the effect your parents had on your childhood (as well as on yours adult-

hood). If you can talk with siblings about this, ask them to share their memories about parental roles your parents played. 

Use them as a reality check on your own memories. Remember, your siblings’ experiences were different from yours. 

Ask them what they thought were the most useful and non-useful parts of your parents’ behavior in each role. Thus, 

what made Mom a “good” mom and what made her a “bad” mom. Ask them to be specific. You are not looking to 

criticize your parents in their roles, but to understand their influences on you in each role. 

Think of each Role your parents played when you were a child as an Event in the E-B-R approach. How accurately 

did you perceive your parents as parent, partner, etc.? What meaning did you give to their behavior? How did that become 

a belief about how you should behave in that role? Did you excuse behavior you didn’t like or understand in them? Do 

you do the same today with how you behave? Keep in mind that you were young and inexperienced, and may have 

misinterpreted things they did or said. You may need to revise how you define yourself in those six roles if you find you 

were mistaken about your parents’ behavior then! 

Read the following descriptions to think about what your parents were like in each role. Recall specific examples of 

them being like those roles, for example a time your mother acted like a mother “should” act, or your father acted like a 

husband “should act,” and so on. 

When we play our parents’ roles today, it’s not just with family members. It may also be with friends, coworkers and 

others. Depending on how their parents acted in their roles, some women are willing to “mother” a complete stranger by 

giving motherly advice or criticizing them in public, and some men are willing to “father” a stranger by giving unwanted 

advice or criticism. You will want to keep these parental role descriptions in mind when you look at your Ideal Images 

(in Being Patterns) and consider your parents’ influence on creating your Ideals. 

Sometimes our Ideal Image is the opposite of what we experienced as a child. If a parent told us, “You’ll never 

amount to anything” or “You’re too stupid for words!” we may have promised ourselves that, as a parent (Ideal Image) 

we would never say such things to our children. But more often we want to repeat our Ideal Image without changing it. 

This can limit us because you are not your parents living in their time, and your children are not you when you were a 

child. Circumstances change. Complicating things is that most children have two parents, and each has his or her own 

childhood role memories. For most people, the Ideal Image blends what their parents did that they want to repeat with 

other ways they want to try because they have their own ideas. 

Below are the six sections on parental role. First, write three words to describe your parents as you experienced them in 

the role, with a few words as to why. Expand and enter in your Notebook. 

 PERSONALIZE will be the same for all sections: 
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Connect how you play this role now with how a parent played that same role when you were a child. Is it still 

important for you to play the role now as a parent did then? If so, what do you get out of thinking, feeling, speaking, 

acting, etc., as your parent did? Remember, it may no longer be useful for you to act as your parent did, since 

circumstances and personnel have changed, and you are a different person than your parents were. 

Parents as parents 
What three words best describe your Father as Father? What three words best describe your Mother as Mother? Ex-

pand in your Notebook. 

Father as Father Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Mother Why? 
  

  

  

LEARN — You first knew your parents as Mother and Father. Parents are different, and you may not have known 

what kind you got until you met your playmates’ parents. Some parents scold, abuse, call their children names, curse 

and swear, at them, etc. Others hug them, read to them, and play with them. Some parents may do both, but at different 

times. Whatever yours did, they became your examples of how parents behave, and therefore how you should behave as 

a Parent. 

Did you play house or family as a child with your siblings or playmates or dolls? You “played the role” of a mother 

or father, perhaps doing or saying things that would have shocked your parents to hear you! This is role-play in the best 

sense of the word. Parenting is very nearly hereditary because it’s almost impossible not to be like our parents with our 

own children. We tend to do just as our parents did with us. 

How did your parents treat you? What was their child-raising style? Did they defer? (“Ask your mother!”). Punish? 

(Spankings? Threats? Shaming?) Reward? (Promises? Bribes? Gifts? Praise?) Did they teach by word, by example, by 

“Do as I say, not as I do?” Were they involved in your life at play or school or with your friends? Enough? Too much? 

Did they encourage you or embarrass you with your friends? Who spent time with you? What was that like? Did they 

compare you? (To whom? About what?) How did you wish they were different? What did you promise yourself never 

to repeat with your children?  
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or envied. Then remember a specific event in which you vowed never to be like as a parent. Write them down, and think 

how you have or haven’t changed because of those events. 

APPLY — Can you recall doing something that a parent did, and feeling that you were “like” that parent somehow? 

What did you get out of, as a child, doing something like a parent? (Laughing, shouting, using a word, gesturing, walking, 

whatever…) Can you be aware of doing something today like a parent (often the same-sex parent) and what you get out 

of that? (Sometimes, especially if a parent is deceased, what we “get out of” doing something like a parent is related to 

our desire to remember them and not let them go.) 

How are you like your father or mother in a parent role? What is your idea of a perfect mother? A perfect father? 

Where did this image come from? No doubt partly from your parents, but also from stories, TV, movies, books, or friends 

parents. How did your father or mother, as such, contribute to your mental image of what a father or mother should (or 

should not) be like?  

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

Parents as partners 
What three words best describe your Father as Husband? What three words best describe your Mother as Wife? 

Expand in your Notebook. 

Father as Husband Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Wife Why? 
  

  

  

LEARN —Your parents had a relationship with each other that was different from with anyone else. At first you saw 

them as two separate people: Mommy. And. Daddy. But soon you began to see them as a couple, as a partnership, as 

Mommyanddaddy. As you saw them relating to each other as partners, you began to think about what kind of partner 

you would eventually want and be. (And you began to see yourself, in the future, as partnered with someone.) From their 

examples as husband and wife, you said to yourself, in effect, “I want to be like that when I’m married,” or “I’ll never 

be that way to my husband or wife!” 

Theirs was our model of a normal marital relationship. (It seemed normal to us because it was the only partnership 

we knew.) Their ways became our ways. If yelling was normal for them, it became normal for us. If they  
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traditional sex roles, it became easier for us to see males and females as equal partners. If they showed affection, we 

would be affectionate in our adult partnerships. 

My barbershop chorus sings, I Want a Girl Just Like the Girl That Married Dear Old Dad. An old-fashioned idea, 

but men seem to seek a wife like Mom, and women a husband like Dad. Depending on what Mom and Dad were like, 

that can mean seeking a partner who cheats, who beats, who abandons; or one who is faithful, loving, and loyal. Much 

in our lives depends on what our parents were like with each other as partners. What were your parents like as husband 

and wife? Were they a partnership? Always arguing? Competing? Cooperating? Who was “in charge” of the marriage? 

How were they equals? How did they show affection? Did they seem to respect each other? How did they show these 

things? Did you ever discuss your parents with your siblings or friends? 

EXPLORE — Remember an event involving your parents in which one of them did something you liked, wanted to 

emulate, or vowed never to be like as a partner. Write that down, and then think how you have or have not changed how 

you behave today because of that event. Think of how you relate as a partner as your parents related to each other. 

APPLY — Think of some event as a child when your parents acted as a husband or wife, and what you thought or 

felt at the time. Think of a time you tried to act like a husband or wife, at play or in imagination. What did you expect to 

get from acting as your parent did in that role? Make a connection between then and now: How you act as a husband or 

wife today, and what you expect or want to get out of acting that way. 

How are you like your father or mother in your role as a husband or wife? How did they contribute to your mental 

image of what a husband or wife should (or should not) be like? (We’ll come back to this when we consider your “Ideal 

Images” in your Being Patterns) 

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

Parents as providers 
What three words describe your Father as Provider? What three words describe your Mother as Provider? 

Father as Provider Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Provider Why? 
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discipline, encouragement, kindness, patience, and love. (OK, maybe that was the old TV show, Father Knows Best, but 

you know what I mean!) Your parents were responsible for both necessities and nurture. Who did what may have been 

clear. Dad “brought home the bacon” to Mom and the kids, Mom cooked it and raised the kids. In other homes, both 

may have shared in both. In some a single-parent home, one person had to carry the whole load: bringing in the neces-

sities, as well as nurturing, disciplining, etc. 

What did each parent provide? Who worked for pay? Who raised the kids? How did they do that? (Did one punish 

physically, the other admonish with words? Did one ignore, and the other listen?) How did they divide responsibilities? 

Were roles ever reversed, with Mom doing Dad things or vice versa? How did the kids feel when it happened? How did 

they support or undermine each other? Cooperate? Compete? Which was more honored in the home: Necessities or 

nurture? 

EXPLORE — Remember an event involving your parents in which one of them did something you liked, wanted to 

emulate, or vowed never to be like as a provider. Write that down, and then think how you have or have not changed 

how you behave today because of that event. 

APPLY — How are you like your father or mother in this role? How did your father or mother, as such, contribute 

to your mental image of what a provider should (or should not) be like? What kind of provision is more important to 

you: Physical necessities and “thins,” or abstractions such as nurture and encouragement? Which of your parents did 

which? 

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

Parents as male, female 
What three words describe your Father as Male? What three words describe your Mother as Female? Expand in your 

Notebook. 

Father as Man Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Woman Why? 
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LEARN — You soon came to see your parents as male or female, the two sexes you would eventually see in the rest 

of the world. They were the man or woman you’d be like when you grew up (or like not to be, if a parent was not nice, 

abusive, etc.). Role Theory says sons imitate Dad to practice what it means to “be a man” and daughters act and speak 

like Mom to feel what it’s like to “be a woman.” As grown-ups, we see ourselves as male or female based on the man 

Dad was to Mom, and the woman Mom was to Dad. Those images also become part of what we look for in our own 

partner. 

From Mom as woman and Dad as man, we also got some of our ideas about attractiveness and what males and females 

should look like. Dad was taller, stronger, and bigger. (“I want to be like dad when I grow up!”) Mom had what we 

learned was a “woman shape” with curves where, as little girls, we had none. (“I want to be like Mom when I grow up!”)  

What was your father like as a man? Your mother as a woman? How were they like/unlike males and females you 

knew from stories, TV, movies, your friends’ parents? What did you like or dislike about them as male or female? How 

did you want them to be different? How have they influenced your attitudes about male/female? Your choice of partner? 

Of friends? Your attitudes toward your male and female children? 

EXPLORE — What three words best describe your Father as Man? What three words best describe your Mother as 

Woman? Write the words, with comments to yourself about them, in your notebook. 

APPLY — How are you like your father or mother in this role? How did your father or mother, as such, contribute 

to your mental image of what a Man or Woman should (or should not) be like? (We’ll come back to this when we 

consider your “Ideal Images” in your Being Patterns.) 

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

Parents as grown-ups 
What three words best describe your Father as Adult? What three words best describe your Mother as Adult? Ex-

pand in your Notebook. 

Father as Adult Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Adult Why? 
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we aspired to be like them and copied them in many ways, from mannerisms to walk or talk or interests. If not, we may 

have created other, even opposite, mental images of what we wanted to be like. We took opposite sides from them, 

argued with them, and did not want to be like them in any way at all! Grown-ups are adults who can come and go as 

they wish, don’t have problems (or who solve them easily when they do), and the other myths we believed about them 

as children.  

Our parents were our first and main examples of what people are like when they are completed as people. From them, 

we formed our impressions of what we would be like as a finished person, “all grown up.” This parent-as-adult is dif-

ferent from parent-as-person (next section). This was us in the future, what we would be like when we were completed. 

We would be like them! 

EXPLORE — Can you remember any time as a young child when you compared yourself to your parents in the 

future, imagining yourself like them? If a boy, as tall as your father? If a girl, curvy like your mother? Did you practice 

walking like them, talking like them, laughing or getting angry like them? You wanted to experience what it would be 

like to be them. If possible, ask parents or siblings what you were like as a child acting like a grown up parent. Maybe 

you can exchange stories. 

Recall a time when a parent did something you liked or didn’t like. How did it affect you? Did you change because 

of it? Make a connection between events and changes you think you may have made since then. 

APPLY — What did you think you would get out of being a grown-up like your parents? To be liked? To be in 

charge or control? To have something you wanted (such as money, things)? What about now? How does being a 

grown-up today get you (or not get you) what you thought a grown-up “should have” just because of being a grown-

up? How does it feel? How have you changed your mind? 

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

Parents as Persons (human beings) 
What three words best describe your Father as a Person? What three words best describe your Mother as a Person? 

Expand in your Notebook. 

Father as Person Why? 
  

  

  

Mother as Person Why? 
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LEARN — Our parents were our main examples of adult human beings. They were what we grew up expecting other 

adults to be like, and what we would be like as adults, as human beings. 

LEAP considers human beings to be created by the human community. It is not a matter of having a human shape or 

looking like a human or being born of human parents. That’s all “getting ready” stuff. At birth we are potential human 

beings. We don’t start out as human beings because, for one thing, to be human is to have been created by the human 

community, and not just two parents; and for another thing, becoming human takes a long time, about 18 years just to 

be at the point where we can say, “Now you begin to become human!” All the rest is preparation. After all, the body and 

brain aren’t even fully developed by age 18. 

You may or may not have known your grandparents, and if you did, it was probably after they were along in years. 

Thus you didn’t know them at the age of, say, your own parents, or when your own parents were as young as you are 

now! All too often, we think that life and history start with us and maybe our own parents didn’t even come into being 

until we were born. Much less that they had parents who playing six roles, and so on back through the generations. Can 

you find out from your parents, and/or their siblings (your aunts and uncles) and perhaps your grandparents, what pre-

vious generations were like? Be sure to write it all down! It will be valuable information for future generations some 

day. 

So, in their turn, your parents have made their positive or negative contributions to community life. They took part 

in the neighborhood and town activities; they (at least one of them) went to work; they belonged to various clubs and 

religious associations; they had friends; they went out on social occasions; they voted, took part in community politics, 

perhaps ran for office. And as their children, we saw them acting in the community, perhaps against it, outside it, or 

within it. What we observed became the basis for the kind of human being we’d want to be or not be. As the human 

community had raised them, so it was raising us. 

Do you understand your parents better now that you’re older? About what? (Can you see how it may have been hard 

for them to be parents, to work, to keep house, to raised children?) How do you wish your parents had been different in 

some way when you were a child? (What did you wish then? What do you wish now? How are those things the same, 

or different?) How are you like them now? How are you different? 

EXPLORE — Try to remember a specific event involving your parents in which one of them did something you 

liked, wanted to emulate, or vowed never to be like as a person. See if you can find out (or remember, or have others 

remember for you) about your parents’ involvement in the community. Was either of them in the armed services? Were 

they in politics in any way? Did they take part in community functions? Did they volunteer to help others? (Doing what?) 

Did they belong to service clubs, church/synagogue, community theater, or choruses? In other words, how was it clear 

that the human community had done a good job in creating your parents as human beings? Once you’ve got a clear 

picture of your parents as persons, think about how their examples affected you and helped to create the person you are 

today. 

APPLY — How are you like your father or mother in this role? How did your father or mother, as such, contribute 

to your mental image of what a person/human being should (or should not) be? (We’ll come back to this when we 

consider your “Ideal Images” in your “Being Patterns”) 

PERSONALIZE — (Follow the suggestions already given.) 

You and Your Parents 

Of course your parents were more than role models for you. So let’s look at some other ways your parents influenced 

you as a child. These come to mind, or are from people who have taken LEAP. I’m sure you can think of your own. In 

LEAP, when a client thinks of other parental lessons, we talk about them, their meaning, their effect then and now, and 

what part of those lesson needs to stay while other parts are let go. Some of those influences may be coming to fruition 

only now. 

Time together — How much and what kind of time did you spend with your parents? How much with both together, 

how much with each? What kind of time was this? Did it simply involve your going along with them to do their things 

such as shopping, visiting their friends, etc.? Or was this “quality time” in which you did things together that were good 

for both of you: playing catch, learning things from a parent, going fishing with one of them, even sitting and talking 

about things that were important to you, and having a parent listen to you? 

Time apart — I’m thinking here of time you spent not so much with your parents, but with your parents present 

rather than absent. Maybe you played or studied in your own room, knowing that your parents were in the house some-

where. What was that like, to not have them there, but knowing they were somewhere? Did you feel OK, safe, involved 

in your own activities without thinking about your parents? Or did you feel uncertain or afraid because your parents 

weren’t in the same room with you? What did you do when you were by yourself? What did your par- 
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ents do when they were not with you? (I repeat: Sometimes we think our parents came into being when we were born, 

and may have also thought they “disappeared” when they weren’t present. Yet perhaps Mom was in her room writing 

another novel, and Dad was in his basement workshop, creating a new table.) 

What you learned — What did you learn from your same-sex parent? Other-sex parent? If you were a girl, what 

“female” things did you learn from your mother? If a boy, what “male” things did you learn you’re your father? Did you 

learn both girl and boy things from both parents? What was that like? How did you feel when your parent took an interest 

in you and in teaching you some things? Did parents distinguish between the boys and the girls, and who would teach 

them certain things (perhaps questions about sex, for example)? Were there certain things a boy or a girl in your family 

should not learn? (Do you have any idea what they were? If so, how did you know?) 

How you learned — How did you learn from your parents? That is, what did they do that was educational somehow? 

How did you learn to act as grown-ups wanted you to act? Was their teaching by punishment? Scolding? Comparison? 

Praise? Rewards? Being sent to your room? Losing privileges? Being grounded? Losing allowance? Who gave out pun-

ishments? Rewards? Mom? Dad?  

Adlerians prefer the kind of child-rearing based on what they call Logical Consequences. Parents have two basic 

goals: (1) to make sure their children survive to grow up, and (2) to teach them how to be responsible, contributing 

members of the community. To get the second job done, Adlerians suggest we take a tip from natural consequences. For 

example, if you touch a hot stove, you get burned. That’s a lesson from the world of nature. 

There are also social consequences akin to those of touching a hot stove. Social consequences arise from the logic of 

human relationships. For example, if you are mean to others, they may avoid you. If you are nice to people, they are 

likely to like you. 

Parents can set up Logical Consequences this way: Let’s say the child often leaves the table before finishing the meal. 

The parent says, “You may either stay at the table until you are done, or you may leave and we will take that as meaning 

you are done, and we will throw you food in the garbage.” The child wanders off (as usual, or maybe to test if this is 

really going to happen!), plays a while, comes back and says, “Where’s my plate?” The parent explains, “When you left 

that meant you were done. We threw away your food. You can try again at the next meal.” 

Two things are important here: First, posing the consequences as either…or lets the child know he/she can choose. 

Both options need to be OK to the parent; it’s up to the child to decide. Second, it lets the child know several things: (1) 

the child is responsible for the food going away; (2) the child can decide what happens at the next meal; and (3) the child 

gets to decide whether being hungry is better than playing during the meal. Implicit here is that the child receives NO 

snacks or other nourishment between meals, and so hunger as a natural consequence reinforces the social one. Logical 

Consequences say to the child, “You chose, we simply help you apply your choice.” 

Learning about sex — Not what sex your parents were or you were, but learning about sex and the reproductive 

process. Some families make a clear teaching distinction: Mom teaches the girls, Dad teaches the boys. Others may do 

as little sex education as possible, leaving it mostly to the school or the church. In other families, both parents want to 

be involved in teaching all their children about sex, so both Mom and Dad answer questions. (Oh yes, and there are 

families in which the only time the kids learn about sex is if they specifically ask their parents to teach them!) Which 

kind of family was yours? How did you learn about sex? If not from parents, then what? School? Friends? Church? 

Books or movies? 

Learning about money — How and when did you learn about managing your own money? Did you have an allow-

ance? Were their limits on what you could use it for? Did you have certain things you had to spend it on? (Some kids 

can spend it on what they want; others have to buy their own clothes from their allowance, for example.) Was your 

allowance “for” something; that is, was it tied to chores, homework, behavior, grades? Or was it without strings? How 

did managing your allowance prepare you for managing money later in life? 

In some families children get whatever money they need or ask for to spend on things they need or want. Saturday 

movie matinee may have been a ritual, as was asking for money for a ticket and popcorn. The children share in the total 

family resources because they are part of the family. This approach has gradually become more popular after World War 

II with the “baby-boomers.” If there is neither an allowance nor sharing in a family, there may be a “take care of yourself” 

attitude. Dad may say, “I work hard for my money and you can do the same! Get a job!” This may encourage baby-

sitting, mowing lawns, or a part time job at a fast food place.  

How did you learn about money-management? How did that translate into attitudes, behaviors, or habits about money, 

possessions, and accumulating things, about spending, wasting, saving and setting some aside for the future? Some 

people grow up with a poverty-mind-set. They believe they were poor as children and will always be poor as adults. 

Others believe they deserve anything they want because they did as children, and have little money sense. Still others 

are careful with cash but, because of the credit/debit card economy, are less so about plastic. 
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Dealing with problems —How did your parents teach you to deal with the problems of life? Directly? Indirectly? By 

word? By example? Did one guide you step-by-step through solving a problem? Did you see how they managed prob-

lems? Did they ignore you when you had a problem? Hearing them argue, did you learn that arguing was a way to solve 

problems? Did they rant and rave and swear when things went wrong, and learn to take that approach yourself? 

Maybe you heard them work on solutions together, discuss alternatives, work cooperatively. 

Maybe they reached out to others (friends, clergy, specialists, etc.) for advice or practical suggestions. 

Maybe you learned to sit down calmly and iron out differences so that both could be satisfied. Maybe you learned 

that getting angry didn’t help solve problems. 

Maybe you learned that cooperation and doing things together got more accomplished than doing things separately. 

Maybe you learned to respect and honor others as they helped you solve common problems. 

Maybe you learned how to solve problems by solving them, trying various solutions until something worked. (Or 

until nothing worked, you gave up, and appealed to someone else to solve it.) 

Some families solve problems by having someone else solve them, fix them, or do them. Others solve problems by 

ignoring them, hoping they’ll go away. Still others jump right in and do the job. The idea is that different people take 

different attitudes toward problems. As their children, you may decide their ways are best. Certainly, for the first several 

years of your life, your parents’ ways to solve problems were all you knew, and would influence you for years to come. 

Dealing with others — We’ve dealt with this in part, but it’s so important that we need to look at it directly: How did 

your parents prepare you to become a human being within the human community? When I was the director of the Con-

necticut Child Abuse Hot Line, and parents would call for advice on child-raising, I’d tell them they had two jobs as 

parents: (1) Make sure the kids were safe, and (2) make sure the kids were raised to get along with other people. 

I’m amazed how many parents think the most important thing is to raise their child to be good looking, know how to 

shop, have a fashion sense, get good grades or a good job, marry well, or drive a nice car. But first things first: The child 

must survive to adulthood, and must, as an adult, know how to get along with other people. DThe rest is gravy.  How 

did your parents teach you to get along with others: siblings, playmates, relatives, people in the world like store workers 

or strangers, teachers, classmates, and eventually bosses and coworkers? 

How did your parents teach you to think about and get along with people who were not like you in some way? There 

are folks in the world who are different from us and our family. In South Pacific (Rodgers and Hammerstein) one of the 

characters reminds us that we have to be carefully taught to be afraid of those who are different from us in some way. 

Who does such teaching? And who teaches us the opposite, to be trusting and open to people who are different in some 

way? First, our parents. 

How and what did your parents teach you about people of other colors than your own? Other languages? Other 

countries? Other religions? Sometimes it’s not easy, especially during times of war when the enemy is given nasty-

sounding names so we can think of them as less than human. The same is true of the slurs we use for people of other 

races, ethnicities, or countries within our own country and neighborhood. Did your parents have specific biases about 

certain kinds of people? Do you? What do you get out of that? 

What did your parents teach you about helping others, being supportive or encouraging, going out of your way for a 

friend, doing a good deed? Did they teach you the Golden Rule? Did they teach you to be good and kind and helpful by 

their words or by their examples? Were they active in helping, or did they make monetary contributions to organizations 

that did things? Or both? What organizations did they support? How? Think of an example of your parents helping 

someone. What was it like, for you, to know or see your parents helping other people? How did they explain to you what 

they were doing, and why? What kinds of people were they most likely to help? How much of what they taught you 

about other people did you carry into adulthood? 

Personalize Your Beginning Patterns 
Now you’ve learned some things about your parents who, right at the beginning, offered you examples of how to 

behave as a parent, person, partner, and so on. What can you do now to make your Beginning Patterns personal? Now 

that you know more, what can you change about how you view your parents, especially in the six roles, but in the other 

ways as well? Create some new mental sentences to describe what your parents were like when you were a child, and 

what you can be like today. Finally, what’s the best thing about each of your parents? 
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when you repeat only your parental role styles, or when you insist that your partner act like the equivalent parent when 

you were a child. Your present partner was himself or herself influenced by parental models just as you were, but his/hers 

were based on those parents, not yours! Your partner probably sees you in terms of his or her parents’ roles and may 

expect you to live up to those examples! 

 

…Your Work/Career — Try stepping outside parental role-attitudes about work, especially Provider and Male/Fe-

male roles. What you think may be a good decision may not have even existed in their day (such as computer technol-

ogy). On the other hand, general family and parental values about work choices may be useful. If your Practice Task 

involves dealing with difficult coworkers or boss, look at your parents’ partnership roles for some clues. But keep in 

mind that how they acted their roles may be the opposite of what you want in your life! 

 

…A Decision/Problem — Do you limit what you can decide or how you can solve a problem to those your mental 

parents would allow? Parents often want to take over too much of their children’s lives. Perhaps you have a mental 

picture of them saying, “Do it this way!” or even, “You’ll never get it right!” How is your decision-making or problem-

solving weakened by needing to please Mom or Dad? Remember that how they did things then may not be a good guide 

for you now. If they were good models, imagine them working on this Practice Task. What would they do? If you don’t 

like their ways, find your own! 

 

Practice Task 
Now apply what you have learned about your Beginning Patterns to the specific Practice Task you selected at the 

beginning. How does what you’ve learned about your Beginning Patterns contribute to this ask? How do your ear-

lier/childhood patterns get in your way somehow? 
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influenced by what you experienced. Siblings may have different memories, and your parents may want to edit your 

memories or explain why they did what they did.  

As adults, we may look back with disappointment on how our parents played one or more of their roles. We may 

wish they’d played them differently, and given us better examples of those roles for our grown-up living. Very few 

parents are perfect, however, so this is not a time for you to blame or criticize, but to forgive, and let them be who they 

were, not who we wish they had been! 

“If I could change one thing…” 
You might look back and wonder how your life would be different today if your parents had been different. (It’s 

useless to wonder about how things would be different if you’d had different parents. You didn’t and that’s that.) What 

difference in their behavior, attitudes, the ways they played their roles, would make a difference for you now? 

How do you relate to other people because of the ways your parents played their roles when you were a kid? What 

kind of partner, parent, or person are you today because they were as they were?  

Again, imagine what one change in your parent(s) would make a difference in your life today. Write this change 

below. If more than one, list them. Write about them in detail in your LogBook. Return to this from time to time, and 

think of how, if one thing hadn’t happened (or had happened that didn’t), or by changing a thought now about something 

that happened then, you can change the effect of your parents on your life today. In this way, you might be a slightly 

different person now. 

Do you stop yourself from thinking about a parent in a different way than you always have? What would you say to 

them that you haven’t said before? (When I ask this in a counseling session, very often they will say they would like to 

forgive a mother or father (or both parents) for something they did or did not do when the client was a child. They find 

it very liberating to let go of a resentment they’ve held onto for so many years.) 

If I could change one thing about the influence of my parents on my life today, it would be: 

 

And here’s a suggestion I give myself about how I might make such a change: 

 

 

Note: Forgive me for giving you such small spaces to write in, but I intend them to be only a place to 

write a few words or a sentence or two, which you can then expand on in your LEAP LogBook. 
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Session 4  Pattern Three 

Birth Order Patterns 
 

Explore Your Birth-Order Patterns 

In this session we will look at your numerical and psycho-social positions among your siblings. Then we’ll look at 

how you continue to deal with people (such as boss, partner, coworkers, friends, etc.) based on the patterns you developed 

to deal with your siblings as a child. 

Relationships with your siblings set the stage for how you’d get along in adult relationships with “sibling-like” others: 

Friends, coworkers, boss, etc. Your place among siblings as a child formed Birth Order Patterns you use today in rela-

tionships with sibling-like others: partner, coworkers, and friends. You tend to repeat your childhood sibling ways with 

such people now. You may defer to an older person as you would have to an older sibling. If you are a first-born, you 

may assume you are a leader. If you were a middle child, you may mediate between competing points of view. If you 

were a female with brothers, you may act feminine, or try to distinguish yourself as an equal. If you were a brother with 

sisters, you may assume that women in your life will act as they did then.  

Numerical Sibling Position 

LEARN — Every child in a family is born in a numerical position: First-born, Next-born, Third-born, Last-born, etc. 

Each position has advantages and disadvantages. The first-born may have greater expectations for success; the last-born 

may be given more leeway, and so on. Rewards for success, and punishments for failure, may also differ by position. 

One’s numerical position usually leads to different self-expectations and self-descriptions for each sibling. In larger 

families, siblings may have two or more sibling groups, separated by several years, each with its own older and younger 

and perhaps middle sibling. Number of years between siblings makes a difference also. A five year difference between 

two siblings is enough to make each an “only child.” Over time, circumstances may change the “value” of positions. The 

position of a first-born who is sick for a long time or handicapped in some way may be over-taken by a younger, healthy 

sibling, for example. 

EXPLORE — Write your numerical position, such as “Middle brother of an older sister and a younger brother.” 

Describe what it felt like to be in your position. Were there circumstances such as illness or a handicap that put you 

ahead of, or behind, a sibling? 

APPLY — How is your behavior today with people who are about your age like you were with siblings? 

PERSONALIZE — Consider acting as if you were in a different sibling position with partner, friends, coworkers. 

What would you be like? How has your childhood sibling position led you to assume things about yourself now? What 

assumptions do you make about males or females which might affect your present partnership? It may help to talk with 

your partner about this. If you have children, how does your position among your siblings when you were a child affect 

how you deal with your children now? What do you expect of them that you are really expecting of your own siblings 

as a child? 

A large part of how you define yourself with others rests on your numerical position among siblings as a child. (If 

you didn’t have siblings, you found substitutes in playmates, cousins, even fictional characters.) Whether you were first-

born, second-born, middle, youngest, or only contributes to how you behave now with sibling-like others. You compare 

yourself, jockey for position, cooperate or compete, and other things based on your birth order. 

Birth order involves five basic positions among brothers and sisters. Each has qualities of personality, interaction, 

and definition that last throughout life and influence our relationships with others of our age. 

First-born/oldest — The oldest is the only child until another is born. By age and experience, the first becomes the 

Leader. Only the first-born and only child receive the parents’ full attention. So the first-born assumes that adults are 

important and the ones to please, and learn to obey, manipulate, conform, seek approval, and whatever else works. 

Parents pin their hopes on this child, setting high standards and giving special advantages. The first-born feels like 

royalty, but struggles under the parents’ high expectations.  

With a second child, the first is dethroned as the parents turn their attention to the new-born. Being displaced 
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displeases the first-born, who takes their undivided attention as a right of being royalty! An advantage is that the first-

born now has someone to lead, and someone to look up to him or her. A disadvantage is the constant worry that the 

younger one may someday catch up and challenge the first-born’s supremacy. If culture or family places special value 

on the first-born being a male, and the first-born is a female, the arrival of a second-born who is male is a double-

dethronement for the first-born occupant of the throne! 

The first-born may wonder, “Why do they need another? Wasn’t I good enough?” Around 2 or 3, separation anxiety 

is common; the new rival may exaggerate fears of being lost or abandoned. So the first-born tries harder, by exaggerated 

good or bad behavior, to maintain first place and regain parental attention. 

As adults, first-borns like to regain or maintain first place, standing before others in leadership (teacher, political 

leader, clergy, public speaker, etc.) or standing over others (as boss, executive, etc.). First-borns may show interest in 

history and the way things were, be conservative and less risk-taking, and resist change. Paradoxically, as natural leaders, 

they may also become pioneers, seeking out new territory as inventors, explorers, or innovative thinkers. 

Second-born — When a second child comes along, the parents may believe they’ve made most of their mistakes 

with the first-born and can be confident about parental roles and tasks. Between this and the first-born’s demands for 

attention, the second-born may feel less oriented toward adults, and freer to find a unique place. 

In the first-born, the second child is confronted by a pace-setter who’s been around, knows the territory, and has 

staked out certain areas as his or her own. The second-born concludes there is no point in fighting losing battles, and 

turns to areas where the first-born isn’t strong. In this way the second-born may create a pattern which is one of response 

to a leader, as in “follow the leader.” This comes into play when this person must choose between “going along” or 

“going his own way.” Clearly, this can have ramifications for the eventual adult’s work style. 

The second-born may decide to challenge, in order not to live forever in the older one’s shadow. Such sibling rivalry 

may put the parents in the position of having to choose between children, or at least act the judge when they fight. Such 

activity helps to establish the sibling pecking order. In the Bible, Cain killed second-born Abel because the parent (God) 

accepted Abel’s offering, establishing first-born Cain as less worthy (at least in his own eyes). The jealousy became too 

much for Cain to bear. 

How a second-born turns out may depend on whether there are more children. If not, the second-born becomes the 

baby, who receives special privileges, can get away with more, and has a tendency to get by on charm rather than effort. 

If yes, the second-born becomes a middle child, with the limits and opportunities of being between an older and a younger 

sibling. 

In later life, second-borns may be non-conformists who try to over-throw the established order, which they see as run 

by first-borns. They may test, question authority, and reject others’ standards. Not feeling skilled at getting along with 

older persons (which first-borns have down to a science!), they turn to their peers to seek common goals. If they become 

a middle child, second-borns, while not leaders like their first-born siblings, may be more of an asset to group efforts as 

better team players. 

Middle Born — The second-born is next dethroned when a third child is born, and is no longer the baby but sand-

wiched between oldest and youngest. The second-born may feel squeezed in by siblings, and out by advantages the 

others have that the middle one does not. So the middle child creates a unique place, combining aspects of both siblings: 

leadership on the one hand, claims for special privilege on the other. The middle child’s creativity enables a unique 

position, leading in later life to the creativity involved in making new things from disparate elements. 

Following the Law of Three (or “odd man out”) two siblings may join against a third: 

The middle and younger children may try to lessen the first-born’s power and create a base from which to launch 

counter-offensives. (Odd, how easy it becomes to use military terms in describing sibling relations!) 

The middle and first-born may ally in common cause to protect hard-won gains or to lessen the effects of the last-

born’s charm as the baby of the family 

The first-born may seek to rescue the youngest from the results of the middle child’s jealousy.  

Tradition says the middle child is disadvantaged. “He’s a middle child” is supposed to explain a lot. Yet in the struggle 

to create a unique position, the middle child learns many useful skills for adult living, such as cooperation, compromise, 

seeing both sides, learning to fit in and get along, being less rebellious and less reliant on charm, etc. The middle child 

may be bold, adventurous, and creative in seeking solutions. The middle child, having had to combine attributes of the 

child ahead and the child behind, learns to forge combinations of “the best of both worlds,” as we say. The middle child 

may also develop a greater sense of fairness, or at least of injustice, having experiences “being in the middle” of siblings 

who each seems to have more advantages than he or she. 
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Last born/youngest — The family baby receives preference and protection from parents and siblings. Older children 

may feel jealous when they see the youngest being handed what they had to work for. The last-born may come to think 

“being cute and charming” are all that’s needed. Since all the good positions have been taken, there’s little point in 

learning new ways when being adorable works so well! The “eternal baby” status can often be seen in the last born’s 

name or nickname, ending in the “ee” sound: “Billy” short for William (and not “Bill), or “Suzie” for Susan or Susanna. 

As a first born, I was never “Bobby” but “Bob.” My brother Steven was “Stevie,” especially in situations where his 

youth (relative to my age, wisdom, and experience!) needed to be emphasized. 

With fewer pressures to succeed, the last-born can try things not open to the others. There are fewer negative conse-

quences. In adult life, unfettered by a need to maintain a position (such as the leadership of the first-born), last-borns 

may combine charm with grace and contribute fresh thinking to problem-solving. And like the middle child, they may 

also have a greater sense of fairness and justice, and be willing to stand up for the underdog. 

Only born — Children with no siblings have special problems and opportunities. Raised with their parents as their 

main model of people, they see themselves as adults. Such a child matures earlier, with adult-like social and conversa-

tional skills, and wisdom beyond his or her years. In exchange for this early ease with adults, the only child forfeits the 

give-and-take of sibling relations. Unless the child finds sibling-like others, he or she may grow up feeling “different,” 

and overly vulnerable to the opinions of others. Such a child, combining first- and last-born, may conclude that success 

lies in being charming with peers and wise with older persons. 

Parents may pressure the only child to lead and succeed like a first-born, or may pamper and spoil like a last-born, or 

a combination. The only child may grow up to combine the maturity, caution, and leader styles of the first-born with the 

sensitivity, charm, and emotional spontaneity of the last-born. 

Only children may not necessarily feel different being a solitary child, especially if they have many friends, play-

mates, cousins, etc., to substitute for actual siblings. The only child may grow up seeking out and surrounding him/her 

self with others who then become part of the sibling-like setting of adulthood, almost indistinguishable from blood 

siblings. 

Psycho-social Influences on Position 

Various psychological and social factors moderate the numerical position. A first-born may have an extended illness 

or convalescence, allowing a second-born to catch up and pass in terms of place among other siblings. Sex is a factor; 

intelligence, physical ability, and personality are also important in how children are treated and how they see themselves. 

Sibling position is a highly researched field including several thousand studies and detailed findings. Here are some 

influences on sibling position beyond simple numerical arrival in the family: 

Sex — A child’s sex is the most important modifying factor. Cultural norms define what boys and girls should be 

like, how they should act, and what their attitudes and opinions should be. This begins before birth with how the parents 

think of male and female children, and at birth with the announcement of the sex and name. A child’s name may carry 

expectations, as when a child is named for a prominent family member or is a “junior.” Boys are still preferred over girls 

as first-borns. Even so, children may be encouraged to “make something of themselves” beyond social definitions. Un-

fortunately, despite apparent advances, it continues to be true in western culture that such personal advances are harder 

for women than for men. 

What about this tension between males and females? Some say God intends such tension because they “ate of the 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” Others say it is socialization and that boys are raised to be men and girls to be 

women, with different roles and responsibilities. Still others say it is “hard-wired” into the brain, a survival trait resulting 

in tensions that help safe-guard the human race. 

 Freud’s view was common in his time, that women are both different and inferior. He believed their “hysterical 

neuroses” came from having a uterus (in which he followed Plato). Adler, on the other hand, emphasized the influence 

of community, and believed that women’s psychological problems resulted in part from limits placed on them by a male-

dominated society. Adler spoke of the “masculine protest” as a way both men and women adjust themselves to, and try 

to go beyond, such limits. 

LEARN — Apart from numerical position, a child’s sex has the greatest effect on sibling position. There are ad-

vantages and disadvantages to being a boy or a girl, to being the first-born boy vs. the last-born girl, etc. Most cultures 

prefer boys to girls, and prefer that the first-born be a male. So a first-born girl, with the arrival of a second-born boy, 

gives up both the advantages of the only child and the first-place position. Adler called this a double-dethronement. 

Parental, family, and cultural expectations of boys and girls are different. In all-girl families, one may become a tom-

boy (a male position) to please the son-less father. The first-born girl assumes the rights and du- 
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ties of leadership usually granted a first-born male. Society (still) tells girls to be wives and mothers, or take mother-like 

careers (teaching, nursing); and boys are told to seek “manly” careers that involve making things and decisions. 

EXPLORE — Explore your relationship to your siblings as a male or female. How did it feel to be a boy or girl? 

How about when compared with a same-sex or an opposite-sex sibling? (That is, how did you feel about yourself as your 

sex when you were with a sibling or the same or the opposite sex?) How do you think this influenced you? How were 

boys and girls defined in your family? What expectations were there of boys vs. girls in your family? By your parents? 

By your siblings? Did you feel you fulfilled yourself as a male or female? If not, why not? 

APPLY — How does your sex as a child continue to be an influence on your life today? What is an advantage today 

of your being male or female? What is a disadvantage? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about how you use being male or female today to gain certain goals or advantages over 

others. Or how being male/female limits you in some way, and what you can do about it.  

Birth-order specialists find other influences on sibling position. Here are some common ones. Think of ways you 

might revise the effects of your sibling position by thinking and acting differently from your usual position. 

Age Gaps — A difference of 4 or 5 years between children is enough to set them apart. Two children, born five years 

apart, would both be only children as well as occupants of their own order among siblings. The older would have had 

enough time and experience to be ahead of the younger one, be nearly through the process of Pattern building, and 

be ready for the wider experience of full day schooling.  

Sibling Groups — Something similar happens when two or more groups of children in the same family are separated by 

5 years or more. Each sub-group has its own first-born, last-born, and middle child (or at least first- and last-born). 

The deciding factor is that, by the time the first of the next group is born, the last of the previous group is ready to 

start kindergarten or first grade, signaling the end of that group’s family-centered childhood. Each group establishes 

a separate cohort with experiences that do not include the other siblings. (Re-read the section on “cohorts” in Back-

ground Patterns.) In adulthood the two (or more) sibling sets may have such different memories of childhood that it 

seems they come from different families! An advantage is that members of such groups seem better able to work in 

organizations that include sub-groups working on the same problem. 

Intelligence, Talent, Skill — Superior or inferior intellectual ability, or a special talent, may set a child apart. If the first-

born is handicapped, the next-born might take over the Leader position. A child with a special talent may receive 

special treatment, leading the other children to resent being shoved aside. Often a child will realize he or she cannot 

compete with another child in a specific arena (such as, let’s say, athletics) and so finds another field in which to try 

to excel (e.g., music). This competitive situation can be exaggerated when the parents hold what one child does as 

inherently “better” than what the other child does. (Thus the parents see sports as more important for a son than 

playing an instrument is for a daughter). 

Multiples — In families with multiples (twins, triplets, etc.), children jockey for position as if being multiples is not a 

factor. They often find an accommodation in which each is equal to all, representative of the group yet individual as 

well. I’ve known twins who dress, act, eat, live, even think as if they were duplicates of each other. I’ve known other 

twins who purposefully do the opposite of each other, to an extreme, and daring the world to treat them as identical! 

Illness/Handicap/Accident — A child may be temporarily or permanently side-lined by illness or accident. This can 

allow other siblings to take that one’s place for a time. If it’s an older child who is so side-lined, a younger sibling 

can step in and take over the older one’s natural position. The left-behind child may experience a form of dethrone-

ment, feel resentful, and exhibit revenge behaviors, on the one hand, or seek special treatment or considerations on 

the other, from parents or other siblings. Such responses to what may be a temporary condition can have lasting 

effects on her individuals and on the sibling group. If the handicap becomes permanent (perhaps as the result of an 

accident) then the sibling who is “next in line” may take over that position not only in the childhood family, but well 

into adulthood. There is also the situation in which the bed-ridden child establishes the location as a kind of throne 

room, and the siblings come to this one much as subjects might approach a king for advice. 

Special Parental Treatment — One or more children may receive special treatment from the parents, sometimes positive, 

sometimes negative. In the case of the Smothers Brothers, for example: “Mom always liked you best!” or the opposite, 

“Dad liked me better than you, na na na!”) Later-borns may feel this way toward the first born, who had the parents 

exclusive attention for a time, or toward the last-born, who is seen to get by mostly on charm. One or both parents 

may treat certain children differently than the others for some reason. There may be something they don’t like about 

that child, such as a clear difference between this one and the other children, or 
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that the child is from the other parent’s former marriage or relationship, for example. Sometimes the children side 

with the parents against one child, who is then seen by all as “the problem child.” In other cases, the children side 

with the child against the parents and stage a kind of family rebellion. 
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Unplanned/Unwanted — A child may have been unplanned or unwanted by the parents, and be singled out for special 

punishment, chores, or scolding. This can be picked up on and amplified by the siblings, cousins, and playmates. 

Fairy tales such as Cinderella have examples of sibling maltreatment of the step-child. A child may be born from a 

liaison the mother regrets, and so the child is singled out for negative treatment, neglect, or even physical abuse. 

Another situation would be the parent whose child has special meaning. For example, a child may be by a father lost 

in war or an accident, and is therefore a fond reminder of one who was loved but lost.  

Birth Order of Same-Sex Parent — The parent in a specific birth-order position in childhood grows up to be an adult 

with the same characteristics. Thus a first-born male, now in a “father” role, will continue to be a leader/teacher. A 

last-born female now in a “mother” role may still assume the rights of being the baby in the family. Such carry-overs 

into parenthood can affect the children in various ways. Parents need to remember that their children are not their 

siblings! When parents deal with their children they usually have their own childhood to go on, perhaps aided by 

some other families (neighbors, relatives) and how parents dealt with children. Parents (and therefore their children!) 

also usually have the added burden of idealized images of family, themselves as a parent, and children, all of which 

gets compared with reality. 

Death of a Parent in Childhood — Children don’t know what to expect or what’s usual or unusual when they come into 

this world. The death of a parent comes as a shock to the child and the sibling system, even though the children have 

little idea of the meaning of death. The oldest may suddenly be placed in a position of replacing the missing parent. 

Decades later, younger children may continue to defer to, or seeking advice from, the first-born, who continues to 

“play the role” of the missing parent. Children may blame themselves for the parent’s death, or siblings may blame 

each other: Something said or done (or not said or done) may serve as a curse. The surviving partner may also blame 

a child, to deflect feelings involved in grieving. (It should be noted that the child who, in a childhood, “wishes” a 

parent dead, may have that wish come back to bite decades later, when the parent does die, perhaps at a ripe old age, 

and suddenly the grown child recalls the death-wish and may, these years later, feel the guilt of it.) 

Comparisons — Siblings compare themselves with each other as they try to maintain their place, efforts that extend into 

adult life. Parents also compare children. “Why can’t you be like your sister” or “Your brother would never act like 

that!” This can discourage children, who then work harder to gain parental approval. We hear echoes of such child-

hood comparisons in adult life when we are criticized or evaluated by a partner, friend, boss, teacher, judge, police-

man, etc. 

Expectations — Parents have expectations about boys, girls, first-borns, last-borns, etc., which can be a burden for a 

child. Some children live up to them, others live down to them, and some rebel and do the opposite of what’s expected. 

Rebellion in adolescence can be a replay of responses to parental expectations during the early years. 

Role Reversal — In some families a parent abdicates parental responsibilities because of drugs, alcoholism, mental 

illness, divorce, or simply being over-whelmed. This may lead one of the children, most often the oldest, to take over 

and be a parent to the other children. Such a child is likely to miss out on normal childhood, mature earlier than usual, 

and become serious, worried, and fearful (not unlike a parent!). This situation can confuse the other siblings about 

who’s who in their family, which person (sibling or parent?) to go to for help or advice, etc. Often the uncertainty 

about clear role definitions is carried into one’s own family later in life. 

Ghost Siblings — If a child died at or near birth, a parent may keep the child alive by wondering what that child would 

have been like if he or she had lived, by referring to the child from time to time, or by using the child (idealized) to 

compare the other children, negatively. This can also be the case with children who die later in life such as in an 

accident, from a disease, or in war. Such a situation can be hard on the living children, because it’s hard to compete 

with a sibling who is present only in a parent’s fantasy, and may be perfect in the eyes of the parent. The parent may 

even engage in fantasies and behaviors that shut the living children out. This may happen when Mom maintains the 

dead child’s room “just the way it was…he’d have wanted it that way” or had baby clothes readied for the newborn 

which are saved and never used for the living children, but sometimes brought out as a ritual (for example, at that 

baby’s birthday). 

Adoption — Birth order takes place within the family constellation. Thus whether a child is adopted or not does not 

matter as much as the order in which the child entered the family. It may, however, be a factor in sibling and playmate 

relationships if there is jealousy, envy, shame, or guilt associated with the adoption. Siblings and playmates may tease 

an adopted child for not being a “real child” of the parents.  
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Overburdening Situation — Adler said some childhood experiences carry such weight that the child can’t deal with 

them and becomes inadequately prepared for adult tasks. He spoke of severe organ inferiority, severe physical or 

mental handicaps, being pampered, being neglected, being physically abused, being hated, being unwanted, or being 
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abandoned. (Note that Adler’s list from the 1920s does not include sexual abuse, a social problem really only recog-

nized in the 1960s.) Today we are learning that many children grow up feeling disconnected from others (a failure to 

Belong today called “Attachment Disordered”) and believe they deserve to get what they want, regardless of other 

people. They have been called “children without a conscience.” 

Separation anxiety — To feel afraid that one can come loose from mommy is a normal developmental issue for children 

around age three. As a child differentiates Self from Mother, secure feelings of being connected give way to realizing 

that he or she is a separate person from the parent and therefore can become disconnected. This is the child’s first 

real fear, and is very powerful. If the fear becomes reality (say a parent dies or leaves, or the child is removed from 

the home), self-preservation takes over. The child may decide, “I can’t really depend on others. Therefore, from now 

on, I depend on myself and I must get along without others.” (Again, Failure to Belong or Attachment Disorder.) 

Most children move through this stage easily. A few, however, never get over the fear of coming loose from important 

other people, and carry such dread throughout their lives. They may try to surround themselves with people, join 

organizations, jump into community activities, etc., to mask their fear. They may marry not for love but to make sure 

they do not live alone. Or they may do the opposite, drawing away from others and isolating themselves as a way to 

avoid detachment by having no one to be detached from! 

Position Mismatch — Psycho-social and numerical positions may not match with some siblings. A child may be first-

born but display attitudes and behaviors more like a middle child or a last-born. This may result from various factors: 

self-perceptions and self-evaluations, parental or sibling comparisons, family expectations of the child, family cir-

cumstances, etc. In some cases a child may choose the appear mismatched, in order to make up for some perceived 

lack on his or her part, or some perceived dissatisfaction by a parent. 

Siblings of special-needs children — A sibling may have special physical, mental, or psychological needs that make 

him or her different. Other siblings are influenced by special-needs siblings and may feel jealousy, envy, pity, etc. 

They often spend quality time with such siblings to make their lives more complete. Siblings need information, en-

couragement, and support. The Sibling Support Project, a national program, seeks to help the siblings of children 

with special needs. 

Sexual abuse — This is not an easy topic. My work with State Protective Services taught me things I’d never have 

known, and don’t want to know! One example illustrates the sibling side of sexual abuse: Three girls were routinely 

sexually abused by their father, and each had at least one child by him. It was when their father began to sexually 

abuse one of his grand-daughters that they finally called the agency to put a stop to it. The three adult siblings and 

their teen-aged daughters required considerable counseling as siblings to figure out how to deal with what they’d 

experienced. 

EXPLORE — Pick out a factor, above, that you think influenced you among your siblings. In your notebook, write 

how you think that factor influenced you as a child among your siblings. 

APPLY — How does this influence you today in relationships with partners, siblings, friends, family, co-workers, 

etc.? 

PERSONALIZE — How does being compared with siblings as a child echo in how you compare yourself with 

others today? Are the same factors important now? What new factors have become important, such as new learnings or 

skills? What do you get out of continuing sibling comparisons? Can you talk with your siblings today about things that 

happened to you as children, and come to some resolution about their effects on your lives today? 

Sibling Interactions 

LEARN — Important in childhood is how siblings get along with each other, play, fight, form alliances, protect each 

other, and so on. In most cases (unless there are intervening factors such as sex, illness/handicap, etc.) things follow 

sibling positions. In some families, siblings cooperate and work together; in others they seem constantly to be fighting, 

picking on each other, calling each other names, teasing, and generally making life miserable for each other. Siblings 

often seek out something in other siblings to magnify and make fun of, such as their sex, weight, height, weakness, 

caution, clumsiness, or anything else, with terms like “Fatso,” “Sissy,” “Shorty,” or “Klutz” becoming reminders that 

one is somehow “less” or “worse” or at least “different” than others. 

EXPLORE — How were you teased, and about what? How did this affect you? What did you think of yourself 

because of what others thought of you? What did you do? Were you bullied, beaten? What “tricks” were played on you 

to make you feel weak, vulnerable, or uncertain? With whom did you form alliances? Against whom? Why? 
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APPLY — How does teasing echo in your life now? What have you done to overcome what you were teased about? 

How much of it is over-compensation? Do you still feel vulnerable in your world? What do you do about it? Does it 

work for you? Against you? 
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PERSONALIZE —What is left over in your life today from interactions with your siblings? How do you repeat 

with others now what you learned with your siblings then? Do you cooperate? Share? Bully? Tease? Object? Seek to 

lead or follow? Build yourself up by running others down? Tell tales, tattle, and gossip? Childhood ways may have been 

useful, even necessary, then. But they may be out-of-date and actually destructive in adult interactions. Think about how 

you can let go of methods that now only get in the way of positive relationships. 

Chart Your Siblings 

LEARN —Adlerians view Sibling Position as one of the main ways to understand personality and relationships. The 

other two are dreams and early recollections. You can look at your sibling positions and sibling relationships in a number 

of ways, and there are several books currently on the market that help you do that. This session provides some basic 

information that all such approaches share, and can go a long way in helping you to see yourself in relation to your 

siblings. 

EXPLORE — Start by charting yourself and your sibling. If there were more than four of you, add extra spaces like 

those here in your LogBook. Begin by writing you name and filling in the first row, and then three siblings, one for each 

row. In the third column for each of you, select three words from the next page that best describe you or the sibling when 

you were children. 

Name: (YOU) 

 

Nickname: 

 

Years older/younger: 

 

Played with: 

 

Best at: 

 

Worst at: 

 

1: 

 

2: 

 

3: 

 

Name: 

 

Nickname: 

 

Years older/younger: 

 

Played with: 

 

Best at: 

 

Worst at: 

 

1: 

 

2: 

 

3: 

 

Name: 

 

Nickname: 

 

Years older/younger: 

 

Played with: 

 

Best at: 

 

Worst at: 

 

1: 

 

2: 

 

3: 

 

Intelligent People-Oriented Money-Oriented Rebelled Problem Child 

Hard Worker Thing-Oriented Food-Oriented Tried To Please Brat 

Best Grades Idea-Oriented Cooperative Critical Of Others Caused Trouble 

Worst Grades Self-Centered Most Vindictive Critical Of Self  Argued 

Most Depressed Strongest Temper Tantrums Helped Mom, Dad Placated  

Most Happy Weakest Problem-Solver Considerate Best Looking 

Conformed Most Spoiled Most Practical Most Stubborn Most Vain 

Best sense of humor Hurt Animals Most Idealistic Blamed Others “Best At Being Worst” 

Sweet But Nasty “Me First!” No Empathy Always Negative Always Happy 
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Now look for comparisons between you and your siblings and between siblings with each other. How are they like 

or unlike today? If your siblings completed this chart, what would they say? (Can you try it?) Would they agree with 

your assessments of your childhood relationships? The three words for each of you are especially important, as they 
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describe a lot. Again, if you can, ask your siblings to pick three words for each sibling as a child from the list. I’d like to 

suggest you not do this at some happy family occasion. It is likely some sparks may fly! 

Additionally, select three words that you think apply to yourself and your siblings today as adults. How like the words 

you picked for childhood are they? What words are different? How have each of you changed over the years, or how 

have you remained the same? Ask your siblings today to do this also, and perhaps discuss with them how they represent 

change, growth, or differences over the years since childhood. 

APPLY — Do you and your siblings still play power or submission or comparison games as you did when you were 

children? What did you get out of doing that then? What do you get out of still doing that today? in childhood? How are 

things the same for you all today, years later? How are they different? Do the same alliances still hold? If not, what has 

changed, and why? What did you get out of your sibling alliances then? What do you get out of them now? What has 

changed between you and your siblings, or between siblings and each other? What has remained the same? What do 

“changes” and “sameness” indicate to you? 

PERSONALIZE —What if you’d been born in a different position than you were? (If you were first, what if you’d 

been born last, for example.) Take an hour and try acting in a different position. What does that feel like? Would you 

rather have been in that position? What are the benefits or advantages? The drawbacks or limitations?  

Look at the words you used to describe you and your siblings as children. Do they still apply? What do you think 

your siblings would say about your word choices? What feelings from childhood are connected to those words now? 

Can you discuss this with them today, perhaps with a goal of changing some things so you can find words about you and 

them that fit you now, in adulthood? How do you want to see yourself now in relation to your siblings? How do you 

want them to see you now? 

There are other ways to make contact with siblings about these topics. 

1. Talk with them using Skype Video, as we do with LEAP On-Line. 

2. You can use the “empty chair “approach.  

Set up two chairs facing each other. Sit in one of them. Imagine that the person sitting in the other chair is yourself 

as you were as a child, and that the person sitting in your chair (that is, you) is one of your siblings from childhood. Now 

tell yourself (in the empty chair) one thing you didn’t like about him/her as a brother/sister! Now physically get up and 

go sit in the other chair, and become yourself. Respond to your sibling (who is in the other, empty, chair you just left) 

and what that person said about you. How are you feeling? What do you say? How accurate was what your sibling said 

about you? Continue the conversation by moving back and forth between the chairs, being first yourself, then your 

siblings, and back and forth…until you have reached some kind of understanding about what you were like as siblings 

in your childhood family. Here are some ways to start this little drama: 

Ask your (imagined) sibling what he/she thinks of the three words you used in the chart to describe him or her. 

Ask your (imagined) sibling to recall some story about the two of you from childhood, and then discuss it. 

With three chairs, invite two siblings (both imagined) to talk about you as if you are not there. Seat yourself in each 

of “their” chairs and talk about you as if you are the two of them! 

You can make this quite a drama, of course. You could have a conversation with each sibling in turn. You could 

include them one after another until they are all “there.” (More chairs!) You could even have your parents walk in (in 

imagination), see what is going on, and take part in this imaginary family meeting! 

Many people find this to be a emotional but highly rewarding was to gain insight into themselves, their siblings, their 

parents, and their family life. The main idea is that you carry within you all your family members and their relationships, 

and using this “empty chair” method you can create a way to learn a lot about yourself and your family. 

Sibling Position Assessment 

LEARN — Sibling position resulted in attitudes and behaviors that echo in adulthood. For example, the last-born 

may have been treated as “the baby” of the family, as a result receiving special treatment by parents and siblings…an 

attitude which may still be in effect today. But adults are not like parents or siblings; they may not grant special treatment 

or privilege! This can confuse or even anger the last-born as an adult. Likewise, first-borns often assume that leadership 

brings privilege, so they get what they want! 

It’s hard to assess the effects of our sibling position by ourselves. Others often see what we can’t see or won’t! What 

others thought you were like as a child may come as a surprise now. If you discuss this with parents or siblings, be 

prepared to hear things that may shock your self-perceptions! For example, an older sibling may say 
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that “You were always such a baby, always getting your own way just because you looked cute and innocent!” Make 

notes about what it was like to be in your sibling position, and how you acted as a result: 
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EXPLORE — How did it feel to be in your position? What were those feelings? What did you tell yourself being in 

your position meant to you and your siblings? How was your sibling position connected with Belonging issues: Affec-

tion? Attention? Approval? Control? Fairness? Help?  

APPLY — Do you think similar things today as you did in childhood? Among coworkers, friends, partner, etc., can 

you identify a position that’s like when you were a child sibling? How has your position among your siblings changed 

or remained the same? Can you talk with your siblings now about the way things were then, to get additional insights? 

As you think of your feelings about your position then, are they positive or negative? What did you do when you felt 

that way? How about today? What did you do? 

PERSONALIZE — We tend to continue our childhood sibling position among sibling-like others today. We want 

to maintain or improve our position-place! But ask yourself: Is it useful (or even nice) to put others in such a position, 

just so you can act our childhood sibling relations? As a first-born, you got your younger sibs to follow your leadership. 

But is it OK to treat those you supervise today the same way? Or as a last-born you may have gotten away with things 

by being cute and charming. That may not get you very far with others today! 

Personalize Your Basic Patterns 

You explored the effects of your place among your siblings. How can you make t his personal? Can you change 

something to improve sibling relationships today, think differently about them, see how mistaken thinking as a child 

affects you today? What’s the best thing about your siblings? What was best about being a sibling to them? 

One thing you can do to personalize things here is to think of how you related to your brothers and sisters as a child, 

and how you now carry those relationships into your peer relations with friends, co-workers, members of organizations 

you belong to, etc. Here are a few hints: 

First born: You tend to want to lead, to take charge, and not be questioned. You may make decisions and want 

people to simply go along with you because you were first born. If at work or in a club you are a leader (such as 

supervisor, president, etc.), you may have competition from other first-borns, who also have their ideas about how 

things should be done! 

Second born: You tend to defer to leaders (first borns) but also to challenge, argue, or at least try to present a second 

viewpoint. (Freud was a first born who was set in his ways. He saw his organization as a monarchy, with himself 

as the king. Adler was a second born who had his own ideas and presented them as alternatives to Freud’s ideas. 

It was this that led them to split in 1911.) 

Middle born: (This may also be the second born.) You try to find a comfortable place between the one ahead of you 

(the leader) and the one behind you (perhaps the last-born). In a group or at work today, you may be the conciliator, 

seeking the middle ground between two positions. 

Last born: (As a child, the “baby” of the family, one who gets by on being cute and charming) In a group or at work 

you may try to defuse tense situations by humor, distractions, changing the subject, etc. 

Only born: Combining aspects of first born (leader) and last born (charming), you may cooperate with others to get 

a job done, have your own ideas and present them in positive ways, and recognize the good in others.  
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…A Relationship — There’s no doubt your childhood sibling position influences you in relationships now. How you 

get along with people, the position you want to have (over, under, beside), types of people you are drawn to or avoid, all 

started with your childhood sibling position. If your Task includes your siblings now, remember that relations today 

most likely continue earlier patterns. These many years later, you may argue about the same things, try to one-up each 

other (today about cars, homes, children, parenting styles, earnings, etc.), jockey for parental approval or attention, etc. 

If you can, talk with your siblings about the goals such behavior still serves, and what you could do differently. 

 

…Your Work or Career — Work issues may be influenced by needs to compete, be superior, please, compromise, 

disobey, out-perform, hold back, defer, etc., often based on former sibling relationships. Today, you may expect other 

people, such as boss or coworkers, to act as your siblings did then. You need to ask if that is fair to them, or to you. How 

do you transfer sibling-like expectations into your work style now? How are you pleased, satisfied, angered, disap-

pointed, etc., with coworkers (as sibling-like people) as you were with your siblings as a child? What styles, behaviors, 

or attitudes from your sibling childhood are not appropriate in the work place? (Side bar: If you are a supervisor or 

manager at work, and you see a coworker appearing to treat others in a negative way as if they were his or her siblings, 

what would you do? What can you do? 

 

…A Decision/Problem — Do Mental Siblings watch over your shoulder to see how you do, waiting for you to fail? 

Do they have advice on how they would do it, and do it better, so far as they’re concerned? Do you still compete with 

them for parental love, attention, approval? Are you still trying to “fit in” or “find your place” among your siblings? Are 

you (perhaps as the eldest) the one they come to for advice? Then who can you talk to among them? These and similar 

issues may influence how well you’re able to make this decision or solve this problem. 

 

Work on Your Practice Task 

Now apply what you have learned about your Birth Order Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. 

How does what you’ve learned about your Birth Order Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns 

get in your way somehow? Make some notes below to indicate how your sibling position and relationships relate to your 

present problem, decision, or question.  
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Revise Your Basic Patterns 

Sibling relationships are much the same as they were in childhood. Siblings bicker (often about the same things!), 

defend each other, are interested or aloof or supportive, and so on. Changing these patterns now is probably fruitless. 

You and your siblings have had a long time to perfect them, and neither you nor your siblings could probably get along 

without them. Indeed they are part of who you are. So in terms of revision we think not of your actual siblings, but with 

sibling-like people in your life today. How do you use childhood sibling patterns to get “sibling-like” results in your 

relationships with others today? How appropriate is that?  

“If I could change one thing…” 

And finally, think about what your life would be like now if you could change something in your childhood. You 

may wonder about the effect your siblings had on who you are today. How do you relate to “sibling-like-others” as you 

did to your siblings as a child? How do you not relate to others because you didn’t act that way to  

your siblings? What one change in your sibling relationships or position then would make a difference for you today? 

Write this change in your notebook. If more than one, create a list. Return to this change from time to time, and think of 

how, by changing a thought, you can change the effect of siblings on your life today, freeing you to be a slightly different 

person with sibling-like other people. 

Write down ways you are with your siblings today, as you were when you were children. Pick three siblings or 

sibling-like children for this exercise, such as cousins, playmates, classmates in grade school, etc. I want you to explore 

what you were like with children your own age, and what you are like now with peers: grown siblings, partner, friends, 

co-workers, etc. Ask yourself what you get out of continuing to be like this. 
Sibling Behavior What you got out of it What you get out of it now 
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What specific thing can you do to improve a sibling relationship? Write down a date to do this… 

Sibling What you can do to improve things How to do it? When to do it? 

    

    

    

Now think of three “sibling-like” people in your life today, and in what ways you deal with them as you did with siblings as a 

child. How do you speak to them? In what ways do you cooperate or compete now as you did then? The point here is to see yourself 

as the same or different (and in what ways) and whether you want to continue to treat others now as you did your siblings then. 

Person Sibling-like behaviors  Results Changes 
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Session 4  Pattern Three 

Boyhood/Girlhood Patterns 
 

Explore Your Boy/Girlhood Patterns 

Childhood is when we learn what the world is like. Every event is new, and its effects last far beyond the event itself. 

From a single event we learn lessons that will last our whole lives. With each new event we said, in effect, “So this is 

the way the world is!” Each lesson became The Truth about what happened. Lessons of the same kind became our 

Personal Truth. Others may not see things as we see them; it’s enough that we see things as we do! We learned that pain 

hurts; people care; people can’t be trusted; I’m clumsy; I’m special; I’m charming. We learned all kinds of things that a 

child can believe with a whole heart and vow to believe forever. 

In this session we look at childhood experiences that influenced certain patterns. Because each childhood is unique, 

we offer general topics to kick-start your thinking. As they bring your own memories, make notes. Most people find this 

a pleasant trip down memory lane. If you’re disturbed by a memory, seek a professional counselor. 

Playmates 

LEARN — We say that something that’s easy is “child’s play,” but as children, play was work. Important to this 

childhood job was our playmates. From them we picked a best friend whose qualities affect our adult friendships. From 

them we learned to get along, to try out new behavior, to discover new things, to share, and to give in as well as hold our 

own. From them we learned about disappointment, lying, even betrayal and loss. Playmate experiences echo in our lives 

today as we work with others, lose a friend, are made fun of, or wonder if we can be liked or accepted by others. 

EXPLORE — Who were your playmates or best friends as a child? Write names and words to describe their im-

portance to you then. What happened to them? Are you still in touch? 

APPLY — How are friends now like or unlike playmates? How do you maintain friendships today? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about what you hope to get out of your friendships today. How is that like what you 

looked for in earlier years? What has changed for you now? As children, we may need constant reassurance, for example, 

or someone to lord it over, or someone to take the blame, or someone to hang out with. These needs carry over into what 

one seeks in adult friendships. Think of what you needed from childhood friendships. Ask yourself if those needs are 

still important, if they get in the way, and what’s important for you from your friendships now. 

Play and Games 

LEARN — As children, we play individual games, group games, team games, pretend games, family games, etc. 

They are training in imagination, competition, cooperation, teamwork, etc. Some are fun, some are physical, some imitate 

adults, and others are intellectual, and so on. What play and games did you enjoy as a child? How do you play today? 

EXPLORE — What games did you play by yourself, with playmates/siblings, with family? Make a list. 

APPLY — What are favorite games today? How are they like or unlike favorites as a child? Did you “play doctor” 

as early lessons in sex? How did you learn about sex? How has that influenced you today? 

PERSONALIZE — How do you repeat childhood game-playing ways in adulthood today? Do you always have to 

win? Do you brag when you do? What about when you lose? Are you a poor or a gracious loser? How are childhood 

game-styles involved in your relationships, partnership, and work?  

Toys, Playthings, Important Possessions 

LEARN — Children have toys and things that are uniquely theirs such as dolls or animals, blankets, books, etc. 

Some are related to sex roles: boys as builders and fixers (Lincoln Logs, Erector Set, Legos, truck, and tool-belt like 

Dad’s); girls as nurturers (dolls, doll clothes, a toy tea service, and kitchen equipment like Mom’s). They help guide the 

child into role assignments for later in life. Woe the boy who likes dolls or the girl who likes tools! And having such 

things leads to early ideas about possession. With siblings, “Mine!” is often an early word. 
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APPLY — What are your “toys” today? How are they similar to toys in childhood? Different? Do you still have it? 

What substitutes for it now? How about sharing today? (Same? Different?) 

PERSONALIZE — Think about your possessions and their importance to you now. If your home burned to the 

ground, what one thing would you want to save (after people and pets)? Why? Are you generous? Stingy? Do you loan 

or give things easily? Does owning something make you proud or special or better than others? How does this remind 

you of something you owned as a child? 

Responsibility 

LEARN — Many children or families have a pet for which a child is partly responsible. A child who cares for a 

living being learns responsibility and the consequences of taking that responsibility lightly. Serious lessons are learned 

when a pet is lost, run over, or at least not fed or watered. The death of a pet may be a child’s first experience with 

permanent loss. Most children also have “chores” to contribute to the family’s life, sometimes connected with an “al-

lowance,” sometimes not. 

EXPLORE — Did you have a pet? How were you responsible for it? What were your chores as a child? How did 

you feel about your “chores?” Did you have an allowance? How much? For what?  

APPLY — Do you have pets today? What do you consider your “chores” today? How do you feel about your 

“chores” today? Do you have an “allowance” today? For what? 

PERSONALIZE — How do you feel about being responsible today, about having duties and obligations? Do others 

depend on you? (Who? For what?) How do you feel about that? What is your attitude about pets and animals in today, 

and how was that shaped by childhood pets? Apply the idea of Obligation to other areas of your life now. 

Imaginary Friend 

LEARN — Many children (often first- or only-borns) have an imaginary friend. Later-borns often may not feel the 

need. Imagined friends can be an extension of the Self or an imagined other person. Uses include companionship, getting 

advice about problems, sympathy after being scolded or punished, as a Mentor or a substitute sibling, or to not feel 

lonely. Some children have several friends, each for a special purpose. Children may name their friend for an admired 

person or a story character, or make up a name. Later on, adults may find a substitute for that friend in meditation, prayer, 

or just talking to themselves. 

EXPLORE — Did you have an imaginary friend? What did you talk about with your friend? What was your friend 

useful for in your life? Did your friend have a name? What was it? How did you come by that name? Was your friend a 

person or something else (such as a pet, stuffed toy, etc.)? What became of your friend?  

APPLY — In what ways do you still have an imaginary friend or someone you mentally talk with? What do you use 

your friend for today? What do you talk about?  

PERSONALIZE — Learning to talk to yourself is important. Such Self Talk involves and creates a sense of the 

inner Self which can be used to set and envision goals, solve problems, etc. If you aren’t as consciously aware of your 

own Self Talk, try practicing it by creating an inner conversation between yourself as Self and an imagined Other Self 

about some topic of interest to you now, perhaps starting with an inner discussion of this task. 

Stories, Fairy Tales, Fiction 

LEARN — Stories entertain, get a child to sleep, give life lessons, and so on. Reading and being read to encourage 

imagination visualizing scenes that exist in the mind. Books, radio, TV, and movies provide characters and experiences 

to use in play. Children love a scary story or a happy ending. Stories also provide models for self-descriptions, ideals, 

and fantasy behavior, in childhood and later life. Some writers suggest that certain stories are popular because they echo 

later, adult personality. Examples include “Peter Pan Syndrome” (the little boy who never grows up), “Sleeping Beauty 

Syndrome” (the girl waiting to be woken to true womanhood), and “Cinderella Syndrome” (the woman whose beauty is 

waiting to be discovered by the Handsome Prince) and so on. 

The Maiden in Distress and the Rescuing Hero themes are common in such stories. Some relationships seem founded 

on such themes, the Rescuer being attracted to one who needs help, and the one in distress seeking out a Rescuer. The 

common wisdom is that men are the rescuing hero. They are strong, wise, and capable. Women, on the other hand, are 

weak, given to emotion, needy, and need to be rescued. In real life, of course, both men and women can feel distress and 

need to be rescued, and in real life women can see men as needing to be rescued! 
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play? Were you read to at bedtime? Who? How was it? At what age did you learn to read to yourself?  

APPLY — What are your favorite books, movies, plays, TV shows today? How are they like your favorites as a 

child? How do you think you’re like a fictional character like “Peter Pan,” Cinderella,” “Sleeping Beauty” or some other 

fairy tale character? Do you read yourself to sleep now? What do you read? Make other notes here about childhood 

stories and characters that may echo in your life now. 

PERSONALIZE — Get a few favorite childhood stories from your local library and read them again, perhaps out 

loud to yourself. Try to recall what it felt like when you first experienced them. Listen to audio tapes of old time radio 

programs and/or “books on tape.” Close your eyes to practice visualizing their scenes. 

Fantasy, Imagination 

LEARN — In imagination, the child can do or say the right thing, be effective, be powerful. The child can carry out 

revenge, be respected or loved or feared as he or she is not in real life. Children may confuse fantasy and reality, thinking 

adults can “read their minds” or know what they dreamt. And then there are the imagined monsters, waiting to pounce 

from the closet or under the bed! Such experiences foster the ability to create mental pictures, which are necessary for 

imaging, optimism, and setting clear goals. 

EXPLORE — Recall a time you scared yourself by imagining something awful, perhaps a dark shape in your room 

at night you were sure was a horrible monster! Recall a time you were reading a book and realized that you could actually 

see in your mind what you were reading about! Recall a time you were bullied or scolded and what you imagined might 

have happened instead. Recall something you wanted as a child (such as a desired gift for birthday, Christmas, or Han-

ukah) that you wanted so badly you could see it in your mind! Or in general, recall times as a child when you imagined 

things or people or situations, could “see” your imaginations in your mind, and could even clearly visualize what would 

be needed to make things happen in the future. 

APPLY — How do you frighten yourself today? (Horror novels? Scary movies/TV? Bad thoughts at bed time?) How 

do you scare yourself now the way you did when you were a kid? What do you do? What do you think? Why do you do 

that? Today, how do you imagine yourself saying or doing something different to create a different outcome? How do 

you visualize goals so you can bring them about in reality?  

PERSONALIZE — Imagination is the mental visualization of alternative realities. “The way things could have 

been” or “might yet be.” It is the basis for creative goal-setting, and the methods to be used in attaining a goal. The 

conscious mind seems to be able to handle only one thought at a time, and converts visualizations of past and future to 

the present tense, working them as “something that is.” So be careful what you imagine. Your mind may treat it as a plan 

to be carried out. With such cautions in mind (!), practice by visualizing something a specific goal in such clear detail 

that your mind can see it as if it actually exists. Athletes train to clearly visualize themselves at the top of their game, to 

build confidence, and to encourage their best efforts. You can do the same. 

Family Events 

LEARN — Much of childhood is centered on the family and family events: mealtimes, the circus, a picnic, vacations, 

trips, holidays, shopping, visiting, and many more. While some events may not include children directly, they affect 

them none-the-less: a parent’s illness, death, job loss; money problems; a parent’s mental illness, drug use, criminal 

behavior; parental arguments; divorce. Most family events may blur into a generalized feeling of “the way my family 

was.” A few may stand out as especially pleasurable or as especially horrible. 

EXPLORE — Recall a happy family event. What made it happy? Recall an unhappy event. What made it so?  

APPLY — How do you try to repeat such pleasure today? How do you avoid such similar events today? 

PERSONALIZE — Happy family events help encourage a feeling of belonging and safety, a sense that Family is a 

good place to be. Unhappy family events encourage feelings of separation (“You don’t know how I feel!”) vulnerability 

(“This makes me afraid”), and tests the limits of the family to provide a safe shelter. Happiness and unhappiness, like 

other feelings, are generated by thoughts (self-talk, beliefs, the meanings we attach to events.) Think about how you 

make yourself happy or unhappy today, and realize that a child’s view of safety and competence in the face of difficulty 

is different from yours now. 

Endings and Loss 

LEARN — We learned that things don’t last forever. We lost a favorite toy, a pet or grandparent died, a friend moved 

away (or we did) parents divorced, and so on. We experienced separation and loss, and learned how to go on  
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or start over. Sometimes we blamed ourselves or took it personally. As adults, a child part of us experiences loss as 

we did then. We cry, we rage against the universe, we hit things, we grieve in all the ways we can. We go through the 

five Stages: Denial, Anger, Depression, Bargaining, and, finally, Acceptance. It may be over a failed marriage, a lost 

job, a life stage transition (“empty nest,” retirement), loss of former strength or skills, or anything else that was a part of 

us and is no longer. 

EXPLORE — Describe an ending, loss, or parting from childhood. What did you feel? What did you do? 

APPLY — Describe an ending or parting or loss as an adult. What did you feel? What did you do? How was it like 

the same kind of experience as a child? How different? What have you learned since then? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about a recent ending and how you handled it. Was it anything like what you did as a 

child? Consider that such earlier endings may have led you, as a child, to decide not to get so close to someone that 

you’d be hurt again by their going away. Is this a reasonable way to behave as an adult? 

School Days 

LEARN — Starting full-time school begins a new phase in growing up. The influence of family begins to give way 

to the influence of the wider community, represented by the school, the school room, classmates, and teachers. First we 

try to adapt our family’s ways to this non-family setting, and our family behaviors to these non-family people. Classmates 

become siblings, and we can act with them as we did with our brothers and sisters! Ooops, not necessarily! Our teachers 

became like our parents, so of course we can act with them as we did with our parents! We can beg or be cute or whine 

or throw a tantrum to get our own ways. Ooops, not necessarily! So we started right in having to learn some new ways 

to get along with people. (It may have helped us if we had cousins or playmates to give us a wider view of the world.) 

The first day of school is significant because it’s the child’s first real experience in a non-family setting. If you 

remember your first day of full-time school, it’s likely it was negative, and therefore shaped your attitudes about educa-

tion from then on. Some research indicates that adults who can remember their first day of school stopped their education 

some time before those who didn’t. If you don’t remember it specifically, chances are it was mostly positive and blended 

in with your school experience in general.  

Important things happened at school. Some classmates became new friends, but you may have also experienced 

stranger-bullying for the first time. Your teacher became a substitute parent. You had “favorite” and “least favorite” 

school subjects. What were they? You learned to get along with others. You may have been well behaved, or a trouble 

maker, or “teacher’s pet.” School introduced you to people who were different than you were used to. Early school 

experiences, along with sibling relationships, now form the basis for how you get along with others. 

The main thing is that school (especially the first day, symbolically) is the line that life draws between the end of 

childhood in the family, and the beginning of life in the wider world of others and community. This is the point at which 

we can say that “your first six years last forever.” This is the point at which those first six years end. 

EXPLORE — Do you remember your first day of full-time school? What makes it memorable? Did something 

happen that you didn’t expect or want? Did something not happen that you were expecting, and it didn’t? Who was your 

first teacher? What was she like? (He? Not very likely.) What did you like about your first teacher? What did you not 

like? What smells, tastes, sights, and sounds do you remember from early school? Do you recall any schoolmates? Were 

any of them also playmates from before? Did you have special friends at school? Who? Enemies? (Who, and why?) Can 

you draw comparisons now between your first schoolmates, and those you would go to school with in high school? 

APPLY — How do you think your first day of school echoes in when you start new things today? Who were your 

friends? How were they like or unlike your siblings? How are friends today similar to school friends? How was your 

teacher like or unlike your parent(s)? How did you like going to school? How are feelings about school then like work 

now? What were your teachers like in the first few grades? Who is a “teacher-like” person in your life today? Do you 

have a bad memory of school? Why is it “bad?” How does what happened then still bother you now? What was your 

favorite subject? Why? Do you continue this interest now? How? What was your least favorite subject? Why? Do you 

continue this disinterest now? Why? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about how early school experiences set a tone for your later educational experience, 

including your attitudes toward learning today. Also, think about favorite teachers and the kinds of people whose ideas 

you trust now. Do you have a mentor now? Are you a mentor to someone? What did you learn from early school about 

“getting along” and “going along,” and how have you transferred that to relationships with others today? Think also 

about subjects you disliked in grade school which you can consider taking up now. 
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be your last chance to revise your Patterns before entering the adult world. 

The teen years became a time to experiment with other ways of thinking, talking, behaving, and being effective. 

Others (friends, not parents!) influenced your clothes, your hair, how you’d stand, walk, even slouch. Some teachers 

started to treat you like semi-adults, someone with ideas of your own, and even some sense of responsibility! 

In some ways the teen years repeat the first six years of life. It’s a time (like childhood) in which you learn to manage 

a new body, to belong and feel significant, to fit in, to set and seek goals. At the same time you practiced what it felt like 

to be grown up, no longer a child. Your new models (no longer only your parents) were your friends, movie stars, 

musicians, and athletes, and maybe even a teacher. But even as you dreamed of new directions, your inner child had a 

firm grip on the original maps! And they, not your more recent dreams, would decide where you’d go in life, and how 

far. 

EXPLORE — What was puberty like for you? When did it arrive? How did you feel about it? Did you discuss it 

with anyone? Were you prepared? By whom? What was the place of friends, school, church/temple, parents? 

Briefly, how was high school for you? Favorite friends? Favorite classes/subjects? Favorite teacher? Why? How was 

the teacher like or unlike your parents? How was the teacher an ideal of a grown-up? What was your experience with 

dating and with males and females in general? Did you have many male friends? Female friends? Have any of these 

friendships lasted to the present time? 

What was your experience with becoming a man or woman? (Was it a solemn responsibility? A formal ritual? A first 

kiss or first sex?) Who were your friends? Were you social? A loner? Which crowd did you hang out with? How did you 

dress? Did you have a job after school? What parties did you go to? Did you attend your Prom? (What was that like?) 

How much did “after-high-school” enter in, and what were your concerns? (Just graduating? College? Armed service? 

Marriage? Pregnancy?) How did these or other things influence your high school years? Recall what you can from those 

times. Contact former classmates or teachers. Attend a class reunion. Your yearbook may jog memories. 

APPLY — How do your teen years echo in your life today? How are you the same as you were then? How are you 

different? In what specific ways did you do or think certain things in high school that you continue to do or think today? 

What do you “get out of” this, all these years later? Keep in mind that as time passes, things change. If you think you’ve 

changed since high school, be aware that you would have anyway! Change happens when time passes. The question: 

What changes have taken place by choice and action, not just the passing of time? 

PERSONALIZE — If you could, what would you change about your teenage years? Think of a particular person, 

or event, or time in your life then. What would you have had to have been like then to be able to make that change then? 

Are you that kind of person now, so you could make that change? In what ways do you make, or not make, changes 

today as you did (or did not) as a teenager? 

Your Childhood Problem 

LEARN — Adler said a key element in every person’s Life Style is a problem that was too big for a child and which 

they believed they’d have to spend the rest of life to solve. This is connected with the child’s natural inferiority. That is, 

a child is less capable than an adult, and therefore becoming an adult will make one capable. The Problem is unique for 

each of us, and not always easy to figure out. One way is to work backward: look at how you construct your life today 

and what you spend time and energy on. If what Adler said is true, your activities today are aimed in part at solving your 

childhood Problem. Some people can remember exactly the very moment they decided “This is the problem I must solve 

when I grow up.” Use the following to begin your search. 

EXPLORE — What was your biggest problem as a child? What problem did you think you couldn’t solve then? 

How did it come about? How or why was it a problem? Why couldn’t you solve it then? What did you think would solve 

it? (If you can identify your Problem, make notes here, expand in your LogBook): 
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the abstract, and even if you don’t think it will solve the Problem, how have you applied it in your life to other, similar 

problems? 

PERSONALIZE — Life poses many problems; we say they are constant because we believe every little thing can 

be called a problem that needs to be solved in some way. Then there is The Problem, which Adler believed set the tone 

for life by establishing its solution as the major goal in life. Adler said this is a “Fictional Final Goal” (LEAP: Mistaken 

Mission). Family constellation (sibling position, parental role models, and family atmosphere), Early Recollections, and 

Dreams and Nightmares can give us major insights into a childhood Problem. 

Adler said we can draw a graph of life to show life’s ups and downs and changes and major events, forming a “life 

line” from childhood to the present. Alder said the major contribution of Individual Psychology was the Law of Move-

ment along that guiding line, with the Problem at the beginning, the Fictional Final Goal at the end, and all the possible 

solutions along that line. This was a major change in psychological theory; up to then it was assumed one’s life was in 

the hands of fate, expressed as heredity or environment. 

In one way or another, our entire adult lives are organized around the need to solve a childhood problem. By accepting 

that problem as the Problem, we also take on — and limit ourselves to — the child’s solutions. But a child cannot know 

what’s important about life, only what’s important to them, then. So it’s important to us now to consider what our 

childhood Problem may have been. Not to solve it, but to decide whether it’s still worth spending so much time and 

energy on trying to solve it. Adler said his Fictional Final Goal was based on a childhood illness that brought him close 

to death. So he decided to become a doctor, “to solve the problem of death.” He did become a doctor, but along the way, 

he moderated his original solution. He learned he could not prevent death. But he could do some things to make individ-

ual lives more worth living. 

Here are some questions: What was the major Problem that you could not solve as a child? What did you think then 

that it would take to solve it? How much of your life today do you spend trying to solve that childhood Problem? Do 

you realize that it may be a little ridiculous to spend large parts of your adulthood in trying to solve some problem you 

had when you were four or five years old? How can you honor your original problem (after all, it was serious to you 

then!) while also revising it or setting it aside, because of what you’ve learned since then? It is not easy for a grown 

person to let go of something so important as The Problem you couldn’t solve as a child. But it may be one of the most 

worthwhile things you will ever do. For some people, that Childhood Problem and trying to solve it in adulthood prevents 

them from moving on with their lives and doing meaningful, gown-up things! 

Dreams, Nightmares 
LEARN — Adlerians don’t see dreams as symbolic signals from the Unconscious (Freud), or as predictions of the 

future, but as another way your mind does what it does best: solve your problems. Dreams are your thoughts while you 

sleep. Adler said that a dream is a bridge that connects the dreamer’s problem with his goals. This is how a dream will 

often come true, because the person is “dream-training” for his part in preparing for it to come true. 

Like everything else in our mental life, we create our dreams. It is as easy or as hard to interpret them as it is to 

understand your waking thoughts. One of your mind’s major jobs is to solve your problems. Adlerians ask about dreams 

to see what problems you’re trying to solve while you sleep, how you go about it, (which may be different from when 

you’re awake), and what problems are so important that you use your dreams to try to solve them. 

Some dreams repeat similar themes. Such recurring dreams suggest basic problems the mind is trying to solve. 

Nightmares are dreams that scare you and waken you to feelings of dread. Dreams of such power are really trying to get 

your attention! Try “giving a voice” to aspects of your dreams, to see what they are trying to say to you. 

If you have trouble remembering your dreams, try keeping paper and pencil by your bed and, as you go to sleep, 

instruct your mind to wake you when you have a dream. Then write down key elements before you go back to sleep. 

The process of telling yourself to remember your dreams will help make it so.  

EXPLORE — In your Notebook, record 6 dreams: two from childhood; one childhood recurring dream; one child-

hood nightmare; a recent/adult dream; and a recent/adult nightmare. On the next page is a “Dreams and Nightmares” 

form. Make at least eight copies of it, one for each of the dreams and nightmares. If needed, add extended notes to your 

Notebook. 

APPLY — Now look at your dreams for common themes. What problem is the dream trying to solve? (Personal? 

Relationship? Career? Obstacles?). What is the general tone (Friendly? Hostile?). Are you alone or are others  

present? If others, what is their function in the dream? “Give a voice” to features in your dream (things, people). 
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“code-books” that promise to interpret every dream and dream element. No, you decide what the parts of your dream 

mean to you just as with every other event in your life. (Review the E-B-R Cycle.) Dreams are what your mind does 

when you are asleep, which is what it does while you are awake: solving problems. Try this: Either make up a problem 

and then a dream to solve it, or create a dream, and decide what problem it solves. 

Either way, apply what you learned to your life. Look at how dreams contribute to your problem-solving ability. 

Look for recurring dreams and recurring problems, as well as common themes, places your dreams take place, people in 

the dream, events going on in the dream, and so on. Try thinking of your dream as a play your mind is putting on for 

you, complete with scenes, sets, cast, script, props, etc.  

Early Recollections 

LEARN — Finally, we want to look briefly at some specific events from which you learned important things about 

life. Most of us can think of some childhood event from which we drew a larger lesson for life. You may not think of it 

as having taught you a specific lesson, but that you remember the event at all means it was and is important to you. What 

is learned from such events leads to basic definitions of yourself, others, and the world. The memory of one event usually 

stands for a lot of similar events you’ve mostly forgotten, but which, if you do recall them, reinforce the learnings from 

that type of event. 

We experience 3.5 million events during our waking hours in our first five years of life. (Figure it out for yourself if 

you don’t believe me! 16 waking hours per day x 120 events = 1920 events x 365 days = 700,800 events in a year x 5 

years = 3,504,000  events in five years.) Of them we can recall only a relative few! Why?  

 Because most of the events in our childhood lives were trivial and not memorable. 

 Because our minds organize similar events by category, so one specific event-memory stands for all the similar 

events that taught us something. 

 Because we can’t keep every memory in mind, any more than we can pay attention to every sound. We filter our 

memories of events just as we filter sounds, sights, smells, etc. 

Adler found that a person’s basic beliefs can often be gotten by simply asking for a specific Early Recollection. When 

someone told such a story from childhood, Adler would then guess, “Because this happened, it came to mean such-and-

such to you, which today is an important belief for your life.” Adler was very perceptive and accurate in his educated 

guesses. The patient would usually nod and say, “Yes that’s so! I see it now!” 

So from their ERs, patients could discover their basic beliefs, making a connection between a childhood event and a 

“life learning” he/she applied to similar events as an adult. One goal of Adlerian therapy is to ask the patient or client, 

“Does this basic childhood belief still need to be so important or true in your life now? After all, you are much wiser and 

more experienced than when you were a child!” 

EXPLORE — We do much the same thing here with a sample ER. The point is to recall an event in childhood from 

which you drew a lesson for life. LEAP focuses on six specific categories: Self, Family/affection, Community/society, 

Work/occupation, the World, and Mystery/Limits. The question is how did a particular event when you were a child 

contribute to understand one or more of these categories. 

I was 4 and playing with a friend in the back yard, chasing him with a sharp stick in my hand. I tripped on some wire, 

fell, and drove the stick into my face. I screamed. My father ran out, pulled the stick from my face, and took me to the 

doctor. 

I was 7 playing in the back yard on a pile of boards, and stepped on one, driving a nail into my foot. I screamed. My 

mother ran out, pulled the nail from my foot, and took me to the doctor. 

I was 11, riding double on a bike with a friend, and a car hit us. I hit the ground with a compound fracture of my leg. 

I was two blocks from home, and people ran to get my father. He came running down the hill. The ambulance came and 

took me to the hospital. To help my recuperation, my father (knowing my passion for printing) bought me a small print 

shop, put it in the basement, and carried me down every day n my cast to set type and work the press.  

I learned that things can happen in this world, I can get hurt, yet people (my parents) love me and care about me. 

Through the events I made decisions about myself, life, and my parents that became core beliefs. 

Make at least eight copies of the following two forms: “Dreams and Nightmares” 

and “Early Recollections.” Number then from “1” to “8” 
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What were the circumstances in your life at the time of this dream? 

 

 

Describe the dream in the present tense, as if you are dreaming it now. 

 

 

What feelings were associated with the dream? 

 

 

What problem do you think is the dream was trying to solve? 

 

 

How was that a problem for you in real-life then?  

 

 

Is it still a problem in some way now? If so, do you have dreams that are similar to those you had as a child? 

 

 

How did the dream help you to solve the problem? 

 

 

LifeCourse Institute of Adlerian Psychology  Page 56 

Early Recollections Form # _______ 

Name this Early Recollection: “ _______________________________________________________________________” 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

Your age and life circumstances at the time: 

Describe the event in the present tense, as if it is happening right now: 

What other people were involved in this event? How? What did they do? 

How did you feel at the time? 

What did you think at the time? 

What did you do at the time? 

What did you learn from this event? 

Based on this event and others like it, what did you come to believe about . . . 
Your Self: 

Love/family: 

Others/Community: 

Work: 

The World: 

Mystery/Limits: 

Think about questions like the following, and note your “answers” in your LogBook: 

 What did you learn about yourself as a child from this ER? About other People? About the World?  

 How did what you learned then change you in some way by creating new responses, reinforcing something you 

already knew, or helping you get rid of some idea or habit? 

 How has what you’ve just learned by exploring your ERs led you to see something in a way that leads you to 

revise your childhood story about that event and up-date it for your life now as an adult? 
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were young and had little experience! Instead, your lack of age and experience led you to give too much importance to 

what happened and what you thought of it. So, although you learned some lasting lessons, they were incomplete and 

superficial. Yet they became so basic that you couldn’t live without them! If you didn’t have them, you’d be a completely 

different person. Yes, you needed those early Beliefs as a child. But you don’t need the same Beliefs as an adult today. 

So think about what to revise or change. What is the most important Belief you have from childhood? What about it 

needs changing? 

Personalize Your Boy/Girl-hood Patterns 
So then, you’ve learned some ways the events and experiences of childhood have influenced and perhaps limited you 

through the years. Write down the five most important things you think you’ve learned. [Do this now!] 

Now look at them for the one most important thing you learned. How are your friends today like your playmates as 

a child? What is the basis on which you choose friends today, and how is that like or different from how you chose 

playmates? How are your interests now like those you had then? What are new interests? What childhood events or 

dreams (and what you tell yourself about them) still influence you today? What was the one worst thing about your 

childhood? What was the single best thing about your childhood? Did you like being a child? Did you hate it? What one 

specific thing would you change if you could magically go back to your childhood? 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 
…A Relationship — How do you repeat playmate ways with others today? Do you expect others now to be like your 

playmates from childhood? Do you assume you can act as you did then, and get the same results? How did you start and 

end friendships as a kid; how are things the same today? What patterns have you carried over into adulthood from 

childhood? What could you revise to make things more satisfying now?  

 

…Your Work/Career — It’s likely that how you approached play and playmates suggests how you approach your 

work and coworkers today. How do you get along with playmates, and how is that like or not like you get along at work 

today? How is changing jobs similar to changing a game? (Are you bored? Overwhelmed? Not up to it? Not satisfied?) 

How does your present job/career compare with your image of Ideal Work? How is your style of work related to ways 

you learned to work in grade school? In high school?  

 

…A Problem/Decision — How is this problem like one you had as a child? How are you trying to solve this problem 

in ways you solved problems as a child? (See Decision-Making and Problem-Solving in Becoming Patterns.) What 

solutions worked then, but don’t work as well now? How is this problem related to The Problem you had, but couldn’t 

solve, when you were a child? How is this problem a solution of sorts, something that, solved, will also solve something 

else? If it’s a decision to be made, will you decide as a child or an adult? (Do the two-chair exercise outlined two pages 

ahead...) 
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Work on Your Practice Task 

Now apply what you have learned about your Boy/Girl-hood Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the begin-

ning. How does what you’ve learned about your Boy/Girl-hood Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood 

patterns get in your way? What can you do to reduce the effect of childhood’s ways on your Task today? What “childhood 

ways” do you see as being able to contribute positively toward this Practice Task? (For example, perhaps as a child you 

saw everything in a positive light…can you borrow from that to feel positive about this task and its outcome now? Or 

perhaps as a child you were among the leaders in your group of neighborhood playmates…is this something you can use 

with this task now?  

Revise Your Boy/Girl-hood Patterns 

So many things happened in childhood that are now forgotten. (Remember those 2102400 “events-per-minute” in 

our first six years?) Yet they all had some effect on the person we are now, not because they “caused” something today, 

but because we gave meanings to them to get something we want in our future. Summarize what you’ve learned about 

childhood patterns and how they restrict you today 

What I’ve learned about my childhood patterns: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

How my childhood patterns limit or restrict me in some way: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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“If I could change one thing…” 

Many things happened to you as a child. What if just one of those things had been different? (Thinking this way can 

be scary, because so many other things change if we change just one thing. It’s the “butterfly effect,” from a science 

fiction story in which la man goes back in time and accidentally steps on a butterfly. When he returns to his present time, 

he finds that everything has changed, all because of that one careless and seemingly-trivial event. 

So what would your life be like today if some one thing had been different when you were a child. (Not moving, 

instead of moving. Not having the best friend you had, but someone different? An accident or illness that didn’t happen, 

Being treated differently by playmates, that a sibling was never born. (I guess we could also call this the “Wonderful 

Life” effect, from the movie with James Stewart and Donna Reed, when the main character learns all the things that 

would be different if he had never been born!) 

What change in childhood would make a real difference in your life as an adult today? Write this change below and 

details in your notebook. If more than one, create a list.  

But of course you cannot actually go back in time and change something in childhood so your adulthood would be 

different! But you can change something now to make things different, and that is thinking differently about something 

that happened then. 

By changing a thought, you change the effect of what happened in childhood on your life today, freeing you to be a 

slightly different person today than you would be if you continued to think the same way about some event in childhood. 

Is there someone in your family you need to talk with about this, someone who might help? If so, who? What would you 

say? (Use the “empty chair” technique described in “Beginning Patterns.” Here is how to do it: 

Set up two chairs facing each other. Sit in one of them, and imagine your child self (or someone else from your 

childhood) sitting in the opposite chair. Conduct a discussion with yourself as a child about some specific event 

from which you created some Truth to live by (a Truth you now realize is wrong or too small). Ask that person’s 

help (or some other person who can be brought into the conversation…hey, it’s your imagined conversation!) in 

re-writing what you tell yourself about the event. (Remember, when you are you, you’re in the first chair…and 

you physically move to sit in the other chair to speak as your childhood self or some other person.) Continue this 

back-and-forth dialog until you revise what you believe about the event. 

It’s never too late to make some changes! 

If I could change one thing about the influence of my childhood experiences on my life today, it would be:  

 

And here’s how I might make a change:  
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Session 5  Pattern Six 

Belonging Patterns 
 

Explore Your Belonging Patterns 

In this session we look at how you try to feel significant to others through your efforts to “belong,” efforts which 

began very early in your life. We look at six specific methods you used then, and which you use now, to feel attached to 

others. 

One of the most important things you do is connect with others. This sets the tone for the rest of your life. To Belong 

is so important that we call it your Master Mission in life. As a child, you tried to Belong in six main ways: by seeking 

and giving affection, attention, approval, control, fairness, and help. Success led to encouragement and hope; failure led 

to discouragement, exaggerating your efforts, or even giving up. 

Belonging/Attachment 

LEARN — To Belong is a sign of our humanity. It is said that “it takes a village to raise a child. When the village 

raises a child, it is not just to raise the child, but so the child will become a responsible member of the village. Such 

responsibility and membership begins in the family, where we seek to feel significant and attached to others. Adler’s 

idea of social embeddedness says that none of us can avoid our responsibility to the community that gives us life and 

creates who we are. Here we state categorically that humanity is not a shape or collection of parts, nor is it simply the 

result of the sexual union of two people: 

 Human beings are the product of the human community. They are not born human, but with the 

potential to become human. That potential is realized not through individual efforts, but through 

the shaping influence of the human community, beginning first with the family. There can be no 

human being without the community. The community precedes the individual, and takes to itself 

the absolute right to define what a human is and is not. A human is not by shape or appearance 

or ancestry, but by the community only. To be human is to be of the human community, born 

within it, shaped by it, and named as human by it.  

 

Belonging Patterns come about as we experience family background, parents, siblings, playmates, relatives, school, 

etc. Your decisions define how close or distant you feel to others today, how significant you believe you are; the value 

of your contributions, etc. Important adult styles, especially Participation, Courage, Community, and Social Interest are 

based on your Belonging Patterns. 

As a child, you wanted to believe you were important to the people who were important to you. This was especially 

so of your parents. You wanted them to love you, care about you, and appreciate you. Not to get “enough” of such things 

led to discouragement, a lack of heart or courage, and to try harder to gain what you wanted and needed from them. So 

you did what you had to do, in order to belong. You were kind, helpful, friendly, noisy, vengeful, helpless, or whatever 

it took. 

Adler believed a child’s efforts to Belong explain much about a child. Adlerians speak of four ways to Belong: 

Attention, Power, Revenge, and Display of Inadequacy, and say that failure to attain them leads to discouragement and 

over-compensation, called misbehavior. 

I don’t think a child misbehaves in trying to Belong. For one thing, a child less than six doesn’t even have that part 

of the brain yet that could support such an attitude! I’ve added two more goals: Affection (to be loved) and Approval (to 

be appreciated). And I’ve renamed some of the categories which seem too negative. So Power is now Control, Revenge 

is now Fairness, and Display of Inadequacy is now Help. 

The child sees the end of seeking as more an Ideal (which cannot be measured) than a goal (which can be). After all, 

how much Love or Attention or Approval is enough? We picture our Belonging goals in perfect terms, and so we can 

only get so close but not 100% of what we want. As ideals, they are part of our Fictional Final Goal. We can strive for 

it, but never completely attain it. 
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Most of us do OK as we move through the Belonging cycle, moving from Affection to Attention to Approval, and so 

on. To Belong is a process that never ends, and because it’s so central to who we are, we call it your Master Mission in 

life, the one mission that makes sense of everything else we do. 

Successful attempts to Belong can lead us to have courage and confidence in future attempts, and we feel encouraged. 

Unsuccessful attempts can lead us to feel discouraged and hesitant in the face of future attempts.  

Successful Belonging = Encouragement. To be encouraged is to have heart within, to face problems with hope 

despite fear or setbacks. The encouraged child becomes an adult who faces life’s tasks with greater confidence and hope 

than the discouraged child, and is less likely to be thrown for a loop, believes in oneself, and is less likely to get down 

or angry when things don’t turn out as wished. Such a person feels plus about self and life. Encouragement about one 

thing carries over to other things as a general optimism and trust in the future. The child who succeeds at one thing 

begins to feel confident about succeeding at other things. Such a child can encourage others, help others, and celebrate 

another’s success. The same is true of the encouraged adult. 

Unsuccessful Belonging = Discouragement. To be discouraged is to be down-hearted, without courage or hope in 

the future. To fail at parts of the Master Mission – to Belong – is to fail at one of life’s most important tasks. Discour-

agement in such cases seems normal and understandable. One result of discouragement is to withdraw from making 

more efforts, to doubt ourselves, to become depressed, and to lose confidence. When we are discouraged it’s easy to feel 

minus about ourselves and about life in general. Discouragement about one thing can carry over to discouragement about 

other things. The child who fails at feeling loved or noticed can easily believe he is incapable of Belonging in any way, 

and the resulting discouragement can be painful, even dangerous. 

Courage in Striving. Adler said children who succeed at Belonging are better able to strive with courage when faced 

with truly difficult problems, and to maintain hope in the midst of struggle. In another book I wrote about Gracie Layton. 

We attended college and the same church together. Paralyzed by polio from the neck down as a child, and after several 

years in an iron lung, she learned to draw scenes holding a charcoal pen in her mouth. She sold thousands of dollars 

worth of greeting cards of her scenes, the proceeds all going to the March of Dimes. She married and adopted more than 

twenty handicapped children, and was chosen state and national Woman of the Year. Gracie is my example of Courage 

in Striving. I knew her, and it’s true! Grace died in 1998. 

EXPLORE — It may be hard to recall examples of your Belonging efforts. Unfortunately it’s often easier to remem-

ber failures rather than successes, and see a negative picture of ourselves. This is the basis for future hesitancy, discour-

agement, exaggerated efforts, and over-compensation. So in the following, try to recall positive times, when your at-

tempts to Belong resulted in success. 

Ask parents or siblings to help you recall examples of your attempts to Belong. They may come up with more than 

you want, or at least suggest general kinds of things you did. Remember, however, that they may remember times your 

attempts failed, or that were embarrassing. For balance, ask them to recall times your attempts were successful or posi-

tive. Or try working backwards: think of what you do now when you meet new people, or seek a specific type of Be-

longing goal with those you care about. Then ask yourself, “How is this like something I did to get the same thing from 

my parents or siblings as a child?” How did success at Belonging lead you to feel encouraged as a child? Try to recall 

what you did: Make new plans? Celebrate? Pat yourself on the back? Brag? Dismiss it with a modest “Aw shucks”? 

How did failure to Belong lead you to feel discouraged? What did you do to express it? We may re-play old failure tapes 

in our mind in situations that are similar to those of childhood. We may even seem to expect to fail in certain settings or 

with certain kinds of people, perhaps to repeat something in childhood. Childhood failures may lead us to hesitate or not 

try. 

APPLY — How are feelings of encouragement or discouragement today like what you experienced in Belonging as 

a child? What encourages you? What discourages you? Compare how you feel when encouraged with how you feel 

when discouraged. Think in terms of hope vs. fear, giving up vs. striving harder, and other positive/negative positions 

you might take. 

PERSONALIZE — Watch for how you may try too hard in certain situations with others, much as you did as a child 

when your normal efforts didn’t work well enough for you. You may do things to gain affection or attention or approval 

that others might consider “a bit much.” As children, we don’t like to fail, especially when it comes to feelings that others 

like us. The same is true of us as adults. But we don’t need to be chained to our childhood ways to get what we want. 
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Affection (First way to Belong) 

LEARN — We all need to be loved, and to love those who are important to us. This is our first and most important 

goal in life. We will seek it (or substitutes and facsimiles) for the rest of our lives. 

If we feel successful in our efforts to be loved, we move on to seek attention. We look for success there, too, since 

success breeds success. Hope and courage grow as we have a hand in creating our own future. But if we think we’ve 

failed, discouragement sets in and we begin to doubt our ability to be loved. We may try harder by exaggerating our 

efforts. Or perhaps we think they will love us if we hurt ourselves or are ill, and so we may hurt ourselves on purpose or 

feign illness to get affection. We may let discouragement rule, and move on to Belong by Attention. Deciding we aren’t 

loved because we are not loveable, we may grow up with the idea we aren’t worth being loved. But since we need to be 

loved we may do things to get something like love (but isn’t): food, money, power, sex, etc. One result is a No Love 

LEAPScript, which says there’s no love in this world for u. 

EXPLORE — What did you do to seek affection as a child? What did you do when you didn’t get enough? 

APPLY — What do you do to seek affection today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? What do you 

do when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — Consider how your ways today reflect childhood ways. Think about how you discourage your-

self when you don’t get enough. And think about some new ways to Belong by seeking and giving affection based on 

all that you’ve learned since you were a child. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Affection: 

 

How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Affection: 

 

Attention (Second way to Belong) 

LEARN — We all need to be noticed and not feel invisible or ignored. As children, we believe ourselves to be at the 

center of things. We intrude on adult activities, afraid that by being left out we’re not important. We jump around, make 

movements, talk, and do what we can. If we believe we’re successful, we move on to seek Approval for our efforts and 

contributions. If we think we’ve failed, discouragement leads us to think we’re invisible, that we don’t matter. We may 

give up, or we may try harder to be noticed, exaggerating our efforts, putting ourselves “in the way,” dawdling or being 

late, etc., anything to make them take note of us and our existence. If we decide we aren’t appreciated, we may grow up 

believing we aren’t worth much. One result is a No Attention Life-Script that assumes we aren’t worth being noticed, 

our ideas aren’t worth consideration by others, our contributions are without value, or that we must gain others’ attention 

by doing something unusual or outrageous. 
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when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — How do your ways today reflect your childhood ways to Belong? Feelings of encouragement 

when you succeed or discouragement when you fail? Think of some new ways to Belong by being more attentive, based 

on what you’ve learned since you were young. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Attention: 

 

How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Attention: 

 

Approval (Third way to Belong) 

LEARN — We all need to have our efforts appreciated. We like the applause when our contributions are acknowl-

edged, and like to think that what we do is important to those whose esteem is important to us. Indeed, self-esteem is 

based largely on the worth others give our efforts. If we are successful in our efforts to feel appreciated, we move on to 

seek some control. If we think we’ve failed, discouragement lets us believe what we do isn’t good enough, we’re not 

good enough. Feeling unappreciated, we may give up or try harder. We may seek perfection, spending more effort than 

a thing is worth. We come to depend on others to give us value, grade us, and tell us whether we are “good enough.” 

Giving control to others leads us to seek control as a way to Belong. 

If we believe there’s nothing we can do to get approval, we grow up thinking we have nothing to give. A result is a 

No Appreciation LEAPScript, in which we try to live up to what we think others want from us, and never being quite 

good enough. And so we try harder to be appreciated at any cost. 

EXPLORE — What did you do to seek approval as a child? What did you do when you didn’t get enough? 

APPLY — What do you do to seek approval today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? What do you do 

when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — Consider how your ways today reflect childhood ways. Think about how you discourage your-

self when you don’t get enough. And think about some new ways to Belong by seeking and giving approval based on 

all that you’ve learned since you were a child. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Approval: 
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How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Approval: 

 

Control (Fourth way to Belong) 

LEARN — We all need to have some control over things that affect us. We don’t like being bossed around, told 

what to do, or operate on others’ schedules. We want some say in what happens to and around us. As children, we had 

to do what others told us to do. We learned “No!” or to dawdle as ways to resist and to establish ourselves. If those ways 

didn’t work, we vowed, “Someday, I will be in charge of me!” Now it’s “someday,” yet too often we continue to use 

childhood’s ways to manage adult life. We may still feel bossed around, dragged where we don’t want to go, made to do 

things not of our own choosing, and told how to think or feel or act. 

Having a say in the family, playmates, the community is important to Belonging. We want to be asked our opinion, 

what we want, etc. These are ways we have some control. If we are successful in our efforts, we go on to seek fairness 

in our lives. But if we think we’ve failed, we may give up or try harder. Discouragement may lead us to see ourselves as 

someone whose opinions don’t matter. If we decide we have no control, we may grow up to let others lead and dominate 

us while we meekly follow. Or we may try to dominate everyone and everything to make up for our lack of Control. Or 

we may choose a No Control LEAPScript in which we let others push us around. 

EXPLORE — What did you do to seek control as a child? What did you do when you didn’t get enough? 

APPLY — What do you do to seek control today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? What do you do 

when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — How do your ways today reflect your childhood ways? Think about how you discourage your-

self when you don’t get enough. And think about some new ways to Belong by seeking and giving control based on all 

that you’ve learned since you were a child. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Control: 

 

How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Control: 
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Fairness (Fifth way to Belong) 

LEARN — We all need to feel we are treated fairly. A childhood complaint is, “it’s not fair!” Yet for many children, 

fairness is only getting what they want when they want it, and believing they deserve whatever they want. Adults, too, 

can believe they are “entitled” and that they “don’t get what they deserve.” Petty theft at work may attempt to make up 

for feeling we’re not appreciated at work. Having an affair may be a way to make up for not getting enough affection at 

home. 

Transactional Analysis speaks of “emotional trading stamps” in which one gets figurative stamps for real or perceived 

slights. The stamps can be traded for something else to create a balance. Let’s say my partner berates me and screams at 

me and belittles me all day. Each time, I get a Trading Stamp. When I have enough (a book full, for example…remember 

S&H Green Stamps?) I can trade them in for something I want, such as a week-end-long drunk! Let’s say I really like to 

binge drink, but I need an excuse to do it. So, knowing what will set my partner off, I do things that will make him/her 

berate me and scream at me and belittle me which, of course, enables me to (you’re ‘way ahead of me here!) get some 

trading stamps so I can have an excuse to go drinking! 

If our efforts to get fair treatment as children are successful, we go on to seek and give Help. But if we think we’ve 

failed or are treated unfairly no matter what we do, discouragement may lead us to think the world is against us and 

“There’s no justice!” We may give up, or try harder. We may try to be perfect so no one can find fault with us; we may 

be judgmental of others; we may resort to revenge or to bullying others. 

If we decide we’re not treated fairly in life, we may grow up believing we can’t get an even break. More extremely, 

we may think, “Why bother with the niceties of right or wrong? I’m never going to get what I deserve anyway.” A result 

is a No Justice LEAPScript in which we either take the blame for everything without complaint, or spend our lives 

pursuing justice by complaining, suing, pointing out others’ faults, etc. 

EXPLORE — What did you do to seek fairness as a child? What did you do when you didn’t get enough? 

APPLY — What do you do to seek fairness today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? What do you do 

when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — Consider how your ways reflect your childhood ways. Think about how you discourage yourself 

when you don’t get enough. And think about some new ways to Belong by seeking and giving fairness based on all that 

you’ve learned since you were a child. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Fairness: 

 

How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Fairness: 
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Help (Sixth way to Belong) 

LEARN — At times we need to ask for help. If our need to solve a problem conflicts with our need to prove ourselves, 

we may become stubborn and reject help. As children and as adults, we want to appear competent, but may have to trade 

some self-esteem in order to reach our goals. 

If we feel successful in our efforts to Belong, we believe we are significant participants in the human community. 

We are able to receive and to give the affection, attention, approval, control, fairness, and help that mark us as human 

beings. But if we think we’ve failed, we may write ourselves off as unable to be loved, noticed, appreciated, etc. So it 

may not be a question of “trying harder” but of “giving up.” 

Dreikurs spoke of this as “display of inadequacy,” an excuse for failing at everything. It becomes our last chance to 

Belong; we tried everything, and nothing worked. The child (and adult) who displays inadequacy is truly discouraged, 

having little heart or hope. Such a person says, “Excuse me from the normal tasks of daily life; I’m just not up to it; I’m 

not worthwhile.” 

EXPLORE — What did you do to seek help as a child? What did you do when you didn’t get enough? 

APPLY — What do you do to seek help today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? What do you do 

when you don’t get enough today? How is it like or unlike when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — Consider how your ways today reflect your childhood ways. Think about how you discourage 

yourself when you don’t get enough. And think about some new ways to Belong by seeking and giving help based on 

all that you’ve learned since you were a child. Make notes here and expand in your Notebook: 

Something I did as a child to Belong by seeking Help: 

 

How that worked; encouraged or discouraged? 

 

Something I do as an adult to Belong by seeking Help: 

 

Results of Seeking Significance 

When we seek anything, there are two possible outcomes: success, or failure. Our attempts to Belong in our childhood 

family resulted in success (we believed we Belonged and were important to our family) or failure (we believed we did 

not Belong in our family, and that instead we were isolated, alone, apart from them.  

Encouragement results in a personal assessment that the future holds promise, that we can succeed in what we try, 

that there is hope for our personal future because we are loved, or approved, or in control of our lives. Discouragement 

results in the opposite, that the future is in doubt, that we will fail at what we try, that we are foolish to hope and would 

do better not to even try because we don’t feel loved, or approved, or noticed, or in control of anything. 
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Personalize Your Belonging Patterns 
You’ve explored six ways to Belong then and now.  You’ve remembered your methods, and the feelings you felt 

when you succeeded or failed in your attempts. You’ve compared those feelings with what you feel today over the same 

things. Now you can ask yourself, “How can I change my Belonging Patterns by changing the ways I use dto Belong 

from what I did then, to something more appropriate and effective for now?” 

After all, people today frown when you throw yourself on the ground and throw a tantrum when you are angry or 

don’t get what you want. You’ve outgrown the ways of a child to become significant to other people. Like childhood’s 

clothes, they’re too small and limiting. So what’s next? 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 

…A Relationship — What childhood methods do you still use to Belong? Are they appropriate now? Is the person 

you seek to Belong with a stand-in for a childhood parent or sibling you never succeeded with? Can you link feelings of 

encouragement or discouragement now with similar childhood feelings? How do you express discouragement now? How 

is it like or unlike what you did as a kid to show discouragement? Relationships to include here are partner, parents, 

siblings, as well as friends, coworkers, others you interact with in clubs, religious organizations, sports, hobbies, etc. 

 

…Your Work/Career — As you become conscious of specific things you did to Belong as a child, you’ll start to see 

how you still use the same ways with supervisors, coworkers, customers, and the like. How, in terms of this Task, do 

childhood ways limit you now, or give results which you either don’t want or want to improve? Maybe you think you 

should be getting ahead on your job faster than you are. So consider whether the ways you try to Belong (that is, exag-

gerated behaviors based on discouragement)) are getting in your way. Be careful, for example, that you don’t try to gain 

approval by telling jokes that offend others, or to gain control by stepping on others’ toes. 

 

…A Decision/Problem — How does your need to Belong, and what you do to get it, get in the way of making a 

decision that’s best for you, regardless of what others will think? Sometimes solving a problem the right way becomes 

less important to us (because of left-over childhood needs and definitions of what’s “right”) than solving the problem in 

a good and efficient way. Belonging-needs can be a deterrent or a help to solving problems. Explore whether it’s more 

important for you to succeed (whatever it takes) or to Belong and feel significant to others. 
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Work on Your Practice Task 

Now apply what you have learned about your Belonging Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. 

How does what you’ve learned about your Belonging Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns 

get in your way somehow? 

Revise Your Belonging Patterns 

Our early ways to Belong tend to last our whole lives. Think about what you do now to Belong, and how that’s like 

what you did as a child. A signal that you may still be using childhood methods is that you feel discouraged much the 

same way as you did then. It is important to Belong, and to feel that we belong, that we matter to others, and that we 

have something to offer to others. As young children, we weren’t sure what we had to contribute. Growing older, we 

discovered things we were good at, and things we liked to do. For example, I discovered in high school that I liked to 

sing, and today I enjoy contributing this talent by singing with my barbershop chorus.  

“If I could change one thing…” 

And finally, think about what your life would be like now if you could change something in your childhood. 

You tried to Belong in your family in six ways that were more or less effective, leaving you more or less encouraged 

or discouraged with your efforts. Thinking back, what if something had been different? How would you have done 

something differently? What was it? You can’t change the past, of course, but you can change how you think about it. 

What one difference in how you felt or what you did to Belong in your family would have made a difference in your life 

today? Write this change in your notebook. Return to this change to think about how, by changing a thought you can 

feel more free to change things today. 
If I could change one thing about how I tried to Belong, it would be to . . . 

And here’s my suggestion to me to make it happen: 

Changing what you do to Belong 
On the following page are three forms to help you compare your efforts to belong as an adult with what you did as a 

child. Make 12 copies (so you have 36 little forms). You can cut them apart or not. The point is to carry them with you 

throughout the day and, at least five times each day, fill one out when you recognize you have attempted to Belong or 

be Significant to someone else: partner, friend, siblings, co-worker, whatever. 

In the left-hand column, note an occasion you made an effort to “Belong” today, perhaps noting in a word or two 

what you did. In the middle column , check if what you did worked (did you gain “belonging” with the person?) and 

whether you felt encouraged or discouraged by your success in the attempt. And in the right-hand column, note in what 

way(s) what you did was like something you did as a child to belong. And then, in the long box beneath, note some 

ways you can improve your Belonging-seeking ways. Remember...your childhood  clothes are too small for you now, 

and so are your childhood ways to get belonging. 
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Belonging Then...Belonging Now...what to change, and how! 

Things I did today to Belong, to get . . . Did it work? Like/unlike as a child 

Affection ________________________________________ 

Attention  _______________________________________ 

Approval ________________________________________ 

Control _________________________________________ 

Fairness _________________________________________ 

Help ____________________________________________ 

 Yes 

 No 

 Encouraged 

 Discouraged 

 Like (Note How): 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 No (Note why not) 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

What change(s) to make to be more effective and appropriate today in my efforts to Belong or be significant to someone?  

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Things I did today to Belong, to get . . . Did it work? Like/unlike as a child 

Affection ________________________________________ 

Attention  _______________________________________ 

Approval ________________________________________ 

Control _________________________________________ 

Fairness _________________________________________ 

Help ____________________________________________ 

 Yes 

 No 

 Encouraged 

 Discouraged 

 Like (Note How): 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 No (Note why not) 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

What change(s) to make to be more effective and appropriate today in my efforts to Belong or be significant to someone?  

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Things I did today to Belong, to get . . . Did it work? Like/unlike as a child 

Affection ________________________________________ 

Attention  _______________________________________ 

Approval ________________________________________ 

Control _________________________________________ 

Fairness _________________________________________ 

Help ____________________________________________ 

 Yes 

 No 

 Encouraged 

 Discouraged 

 Like (Note How): 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 No (Note why not) 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

What change(s) to make to be more effective and appropriate today in my efforts to Belong or be significant to someone?  

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Session 7  Pattern Six 

Behaving Patterns 
 

Explore Your Behaving Patterns 

We said that human beings are created by the community, your first experience being your family. So far we’ve 

looked at the influences of other people and relationships on your LifeCourse Patterns. They are . . . 

1. Background —Family membership connected you to its traditions, values, history, etc., leading you to feel part 

of something beyond yourself. 

2. Beginning — Your parents’ roles prepared you to play those same roles as a grown-up. 

3. Basic — Your numerical position, comparisons, and interactions among your siblings helped you prepare to get 

along with others your age, both as a child and today, as a grown-up. 

4. Boy/Girl-hood — Childhood experiences gave you ways to approach life in its variety, and helped you learn to 

get along with others, solve problems, and establish some basic beliefs about yourself in your world. 

5. Belonging — By trying various ways to Belong in six important ways, you created ways to feel significant to 

others. You continue to use methods that worked then in your relationships today. 

The next five Patterns build on the first five, but focus more on individual than community). So we’ll look at: 

6. Behaving — How you interpret events in order to be effective, using the Event-Belief-Response Cycle. 

7. Believing — How you created your six major Beliefs about Self, Love, Others and Community, Work, World, 

and Mystery/Limits. 

8. Bewildering — How you go astray in three big ways: Self-defeating ways, Private Logic, and your Mistaken 

Mission in Life. 

9. Being — How you define yourself and others by Ideal mental Images you created as a child about yourself and 

other types of people (partner, children, friends, etc.), and how they compare with reality. 

10. Becoming — How you manage your life using methods you used as a child: to set and seek goals, to solve 

problems, to make decisions, to manage a crisis, and more. Problem: Childhood’s ways are out of date! 

In this session you’ll look at how you experience events, give them your personal meaning, and respond to them by 

your feelings, thoughts, and actions. I cannot emphasize enough the importance of this process as the foundation for 

everything you do in your life. It explains your behavior and answers the question, “Why did I do that’s?”  

I call it your Event-Belief-Response Cycle. This is an incredibly important session! 

Behavior and the Psychology of Use 

Everything you do is a behavior. You have a thought...you feel a feeling...you eat...you swim...you have sex...you 

write…you speak…everything is a behavior. We often ask why do we behave as we do? A traditional view says that 

behavior is “caused” by things in the past, or by the environment in which we live, or by our genetic make-up and what 

we inherit from our ancestors. 

All of those leave us with no control over our lives. We can’t change the past, our setting in life, or our parents. We 

reject all that. Instead, we accept Alder’s idea that while environment and heredity (“hard” determinism) have a strong 

influence on us…there is a third factor. He called it “creativity” or “choice,” and said that this “soft determinism” satis-

fied explanations of human behavior better than environment or heredity alone. 

But what, exactly, is creativity or choice? The medical establishment of Adler’s day (the turn of the 20th century) held 

that people “held” or “got” or “possessed” their problems, especially emotional problems (the neuroses). This was a 

short step from what had gone before, that the mentally ill were “possessed” by demons (as in comic Flip Wilson’s 

routine about “the devil made me do it!”). Adler rejected both “psychology of possession” and past causes, and instead 

spoke of a “psychology of use” in which emotional problems are useful or serve a function in the person’s psychological 

scheme of things. Freud adopted this approach from Adler and called it “functional psychology.” Essentially, Adler said 

that we do things in order to get other things to happen. Perhaps we act in certain ways that a psychiatrist would call 

“symptoms.” Adler would say such actions are intended to get a result, a pay-off, something we want such as sympathy, 

help, emotional distance, pity, an excuse for bad behavior, etc. Here are several topics from LEAP classes to illustrate 

how one thing can have many possible “reasons”: 
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The Usefulness of Sex — Why do people have sex?  What’s it good for? There are many reasons, depending on the person 

and what the person wants to get out of it. Here is a combined list from several LEAP groups: 

Boredom Control, power, manipulation Revenge 

Restlessness To trade for something else To show love, affection 

Release of sexual tension To be able to tell friends (“I scored!”) To feel close 

Reproduction; procreation To bond, feel close To prove something 

Recreation To feel special To relax, fall asleep better 

To please partner To shut partner up about it To practice some new techniques 
   

The Usefulness of Children — Why do people have children? There’s not one reason, but many, depending on the person 

and what the person wants to get out of it. Another list from several LEAP groups: 

To have help around the house To re-create myself To get a tax deduction 

To fulfill an emptiness in life Biological clock is running out To pass the family business on  

To continue the human race Friends are having them To replace a loss 

To keep the marriage together Someone to be proud of To follow God’s Plan 

To provide for me in old age To make my life complete To get a welfare check 
   

The Usefulness of Marriage — Why do people get married? There’s not one reason, but many, depending on the person 

and what the person wants to get out of it. Another list from several LEAP groups: 

Not to live alone For companionship To be bossed by someone 

To have someone to boss To get help around the house To satisfy parents 

“We love each other” To make children “legal” Two-person household income 

Out of guilt Partner is rich! Friends are getting married 

The thing to do Better tax bracket To follow God’s plan 
   

The Usefulness of Work — Why do people work? There’s not one reason, but many, depending on the person and what the person 

wants to get out of it. Here is a combined list from several LEAP groups: 

To make a living/money To satisfy parents To buy a new car/house 

To help others by my work To get out of the house To feel good about myself 

For love of the job To pass my siblings To appear a good person 

Not to appear lazy To steal from the job To be a good person 

To prove something To solve my childhood Problem To follow God’s plan 

The Event-Belief-Response Cycle 

Things happen. Things don’t stop happening. Some things happen to you, others you hear about, like a rumor or on 

the news. Most things that happen are small and trivial. They hardly matter at all. Other things may not happen as often 

but they can be monumental and important. But small or large, they are all “events” and they all require that you deal 

with them in some way. 

The way you deal with events is a three-step process we call the Event-Belief-Response Cycle. By it you perceive 

events (whether accurately or not, objectively or not), give them your personal meaning (which may be only to justify 

or excuse some bad behavior on your part!), and make a response by thinking something about it, feeling something 

about it, or doing something about it. 

You don’t use this approach just because I have told you about it or because I want you to. It seems this approach is 

“hard-wired” into our brains, and we cannot not  approach everything that happens by this three-stage process. Since 

this is so, it’s absolutely crucial that you learn about it. 

 Something happens (Event) 

 You tell yourself what the Event means to you (Belief) 

 You think, feel, or act based on the Belief (Response) 

 
You have been using this three-part approach since you were born, and will use it to the moment you 

die. It is universal for all human beings at any time and in any place. It is the way our brains/minds 

operate to help us be effective in our world. 

 

The E-B-R Cycle is a disarmingly simple way to explain how we manage everything that happens to us from begin-

ning to end. It is elegant because it answers a basic question in an efficient way. This diagram will help you see the 

process. Refer to it when reading the sections that come after, about Events, Beliefs, and Responses: 
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The Event-Belief-Response Cycle Diagram 

 

Do you want to change how you think or feel? What to control unwanted thoughts or feelings? You’ve come to the 

right place! Actually, that place is on page 72, Controlling Your Thoughts and Feelings: The 4-S Method of 

Thought Control. All by itself this method is well worth the price of admission! Really! From now on you have no 

excuse not to control your feelings! 

Event 

An Event is anything that happens to you or comes to your attention. A lot depends on how accurately you perceive 

the event. The first boxes in the diagram suggest three levels of Event perception. 

Objective Reality is the Event as it is, the way it actually happened. You could take a picture of it. Even if you never 

noticed it, it would have happened that way. This is what everyone agrees actually happened. And even if there was 

not a single living thing to see it, it still would have happened exactly that way! Remember the saying? “If a tree falls 

in the woods…” The fact is that, if a tree falls in the woods and there’s no one to see or hear it, the tree still falls in 

the woods. That’s objective reality. 

Subjective Reality is your personal view of the Event, seen through your prejudices and from your viewpoint. It’s not 

necessarily what happened, but what you believe happened or want to have happened.  Maybe you don’t want the 

tree to have fallen in the woods, and so you believe it did not. (Objectively it fell; subjectively it didn’t.) And what 

about the second part, “does it make a sound if there was no one to hear it?” Subjective reality needs someone with 

ears to hear it. 

Adler summarized this in what he called the Apperceptive (or Perceptual) Schema, or the personal frame-of-reference 

we use to perceive or misperceive events. Your subjective perception of an event depends on a couple of things such 

as (and here thanks to one of my classes for how this goes): 

1. What you want to see or wish were present. And even though it’s not really there, you want to believe it is. 

(I’m at this party. A woman looks at me and winks. She’s flirting with me! She wants me! Be still my heart!) 

2. What you don’t want to see. This would be something that’s actually present that you don’t want to admit is 

there. (She winks at me! She’s flirting big-time! Yah, I know, she has something in her eye and she’s not 

flirting. But I don’t want to know that. I’m ready to declare my undying love! Never mind that she’s holding 

hands with some guy and is wearing his engagement ring on her finger. I don’t want to know that stuff…I want 

my fantasy!) 

OK, so class was a little silly that night, when one of the members came up with those two ways to illustrate subjective 

reality! Even so, I think it’s a good way to illustrate the point, and I think you understand it. 

3. Your previous experience with similar events, which lead you to expect to see the same thing again. You may 

be surprised when it’s not the same, and you may (1) take it in as new information, or (2) try to twist your 

perception to include it as what you’ve seen before. “What was true once will always be true.”  
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Shared Reality is the common ground formed by the overlap between Objective and Subjective realities. The more the 

two overlap, the more accurate your view and the more reasonable the meaning you give to it, and the more likely 

your response will be effective. The less they overlap, the more inaccurate the view, the less reasonable the meaning 

you give it, and the less likely your response will be effective. When Subjective dominates Objective, you are more 

likely to see what you want to see (rather than “what is”) or not see something you ought to see but don’t want to. 

Seeing things as they are, no more no less, is necessary to create Personal Truths that can be trusted. M. Scott Peck, 

in The Road Less Traveled, reminds us of a “dedication to reality.” (I’ve emphasized certain parts to make sure you 

get what I am talking about here.) He says, 

The third tool of discipline is dedication to the truth. This should be obvious, for truth is reality. That which is 

false is unreal. The more clearly we see the reality of the world, the better equipped we are to deal with the 

world. The less clearly we see the reality of the world and the more our minds are befuddled by falsehood, 

misperceptions and illusions, the less able we will be to determine the correct courses of action and make wise 

decisions. Our view of reality is like a map with which to negotiate the terrain of life. If the map is true and 

accurate, we will generally know where we are, and if we have decided where we want to go, we will generally 

know how to get there. If the map is false and inaccurate, we will generally be lost 

How like an Adlerian he sounds, even though his main inspiration seems to be Carl Jung! It only shows how much 

Adler’s ideas have permeated all of today’s psychological thinking! Yet his point is sound: Our ability to live in our 

world requires that we have an accurate perception of it. Yet we always do not perceive accurately! Sgt. Friday on 

Dragnet may have said, “Just the facts, Ma’am” but facts befuddle us...we often prefer to see what we want to see (or 

not what we don’t want to see). We are often limited to what Adler called our “perceptual framework (perceptual 

schema). It’s much like a window onto the outside world...a window with a frame around it that limits us to what we can 

see. To see more we have to move, or perhaps go to a different window! 

My personal, subjective view of “reality” may have less to do with “the truth” than it has to do with “my version of 

the truth.” (The ancient Greeks knew this. In our own time, relatively speaking, Søren Kierkegaard, Danish philoso-

pher/theologian, declared that “subjectivity is truth” an ushered in modern existentialism. His point was that what I 

believe to be true is true for me, and it is this truth on which I base my behaviors.” This has nothing to do with facts or 

reality or objectively. It has to do with what I want to see in my world. 

We say that “Seeing is believing.” We like to think we can believe our own eyes, and that we would never lie to 

ourselves! But the fact is, a lot can get in the way of an accurate perception of Events. An inaccurate perception is the 

first bump on the road between something that happens (an Event) and an effective response. The next two sections offer 

some ways to think about how you perceive events and some of the things that can get in the way of completely accurate 

perception. 

“Lenses” of Perception 

There are many ways to describe how we perceive and misperceive events. Here we’ll use the metaphor of lenses 

through which we look at things: regular old glasses, spectacles, pieces of ground glass to aid our sight.  

“The Same Old Lenses” — These are the ways we see things as we’ve always seen them. We seem to say, “I’ve made 

up my mind; don’t confuse me with facts!” That is the motto of one who has decided what to believe, no matter what 

actually occurred. If I decide all people of a certain race (or sex, language, nationality, politics, religion) are a certain 

way, I don’t have to treat individuals differently just because they don’t fit my stereotypes. And with problems, I’ll 

use my old ways to solve them, thank you, even though this problem is different. Prejudices rule how I think and 

behave; the possibility of new ideas is ruled out by my desire or need to have everything be the way it’s always been 

before. 

“Single-Colored Glasses” — My barbershop chorus sings, “I’m looking at the world through rose colored glasses, eve-

rything is rosy now!” Single-colored glasses mean I see my world only one way because my lenses make everything 

appear the same. The color we wear helps us to achieve a mood or state of mind, or to help us see only what we want 

to see and not see what we want to pretend isn’t there. But seeing the world in only one way means we miss the 

shades and gradations within it. Here are some examples: 
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covetousness. It began as a child, when I had to have everything I saw, and “I want” and “Gimme” was how I 
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looked at everything, especially the toys of my siblings or playmates. 

Green as in “Green with new life” — This lens shows everything in possibilities and potentials, as the green of 

tree leaves speaks of new life and growth. Here I am optimistic. I see a future better than the present. Like a 

green shoot growing up through the cracks in a sidewalk, I persevere despite difficulties and am not easily 

discouraged. 

Blue as in “A blue mood” — Unable to find much that’s positive; feeling generally pessimistic or “down” about 

life. 

Blue as in the song, “Blue skies, smiling at me” — Such lenses may be the lighter blue of a day-time sky. Things 

seem bright, positive, hopeful, upbeat, and happy. A somewhat darker shade may suggest the peaceful twilight 

sky in which the world is calm and I feel no tension or stress. It’s a different kind of blue. 

Brown as in “brown funk” — Everything looks negative and hopeless. I’m miserable and I make others miserable 

too by how I look, what I say, how I act, my gloomy face, etc. 

Black as in “The pit of dark despair” — In my dark world I see only the worst. There’s no hope. Pleasure, happi-

ness, and joy don’t exist. I take pleasure in this dark world so that, when things go wrong, I can say, “See, I 

told you things would go from bad to worse, and they have!” 

Red as in “Hot stuff!” — Through such lenses I see a world which is always exciting and full of adventure. My 

heart pounds and my blood boils with enthusiasm. I am only truly alive when I experience excitement, danger, 

risk. 

Yellow as in “Little Mary Sunshine” — In an all-yellow world I am cheerful and happy. I seek and find the best 

in myself and others. I can (remember the Mary Tyler Moore show?) light up the world with my smile. Is this 

realistic? Maybe not, but I don’t care; I want to see only the good in life, there or not. 

“Rear-View Mirror” — Here we look at the past and the way things were, and create an idealized version of “the good 

old days.” We all may live in the past from time to time, remembering good times and complaining that things are 

worse today than they were then! We say, “When I was a kid…” and create a litany of how things today have gone 

to hell in a hand-basket. (See, even expressions were better in the old days!) The point is we seem to see the past 

more clearly than the present or future, and use it as an excuse for not acting and for avoiding the requirements of 

the present. But be careful: objects in this mirror are closer than they appear! 

“Wide-angle lenses” — In photography, there’s a lens that takes a wide view of things. Some people see the world that 

way. For them, life is full of wonderful possibilities, new things to learn, and other things to experience. Their view 

of life seems larger than life! Others look through such lenses and have such a wide view that they miss the local, 

the particular. We say that they “miss the trees for the forest,” reversing the usual saying. Such may love humanity 

in the abstract or as a whole…but it’s individual people they can’t stand! 

“Close-up lenses” — In photography the opposite of the wide angle lens is the one that gets real close, for macro-

pictures, like of an ant or a grain of sand. In life, people who look at life this way “see the small picture,” or as the 

saying goes, they “miss the forest for the trees. We sometimes call this “myopic” thinking, the kind that sees things 

when they are close up, but see them fuzzy and out-of-focus when farther away. Such people “see the small picture.” 

They focus on individual people or issues, but have only a fuzzy idea about the larger community of the way indi-

vidual issues connect to a larger one. 

“Telescope” — Unlike those who see life through a rear-view mirror, some people seem to always be looking 

ahead…way ahead. Disregarding the past, they also disregard the present, and are always looking forward. Of course 

that’s not all a bad thing. We need to look ahead, plan, set goals, try to grow and create ourselves for the future. But 

those who live only in the future seem to miss out on the pleasures of the present moment. They tend to be what we 

call “dreamers,” their minds mostly elsewhere. 

“Microscope” — There are those who seem to examine life really close up, seeking the smallest things. This is more 

than close-up lenses…this is the narrow focus of those who look for the faults of others! Such people just can’t seem 

to find anything right in the behaviors, attitudes, looks, or beliefs of others. Picky, picky, picky (perhaps trying to 

make up for their minus feelings), they pick everything and everybody around them apart. Oddly enough, other people 

eventually don’t want to spend much time around them! 
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“Magnifying glass” — Some among us (perhaps most of us, now and then) have trouble seeing things —especially big 

problems— the right size. They (we?) magnify things so they appear larger than they are. So I don’t just have a 

problem…I have a huge problem!  
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“Dirty glasses” — There are people (like me) who actually wear glasses, and they sometimes get dirty and the world 

through them is blurry. There are others who, whether they wear actual glasses or not, seem to view their world in a 

blurry fashion, in which things and people are fuzzy and indistinct. They’d benefit from a lens cleaning, so they could 

see the world sharp and clear and full of possibilities! 

I think you get the idea, and can think of others. (Thanks to folks in LEAP groups and classes who came up with 

some of the above.) Here are some other perception problems we may have: 

Expectations — Satisfaction or disappointment about something is based on what others expect of us, what we expect 

of others, and what we expect of ourselves. We are satisfied when our expectations are met; we are dissatisfied when 

they are not. Setting expectations too high or too low can lead to disappointment. This can lead us to be envious, 

angry, resentful, etc. Our expectations can conflict with the expectations of others. For example, a father expects his 

son to be the best. The son, knowing he can’t live up to his father’s ideals (unattainable in the real world), instead 

becomes the “best worst,” the opposite of what his father thinks he wants. Yet, in a strange way, both expectations 

are satisfied, as the father gets a son who is “best” at something, and the son resolves the conflict between the father’s 

perfection and the reality that the son experiences. 

Blinders — When horses pulled wagons, blinders prevented distractions that might make them bolt. We may keep our-

selves from seeing parts of events that would disturb us or call our prejudices into question. In our lives, blinders 

keep us from seeing some things we don’t want to see. It’s our way of denying something in reality that we wish 

weren’t there. We might do better to expand our view and notice more of the world around us.  

Polar Opposites — Adler spoke of antithetical thinking in which we view the world only in terms of extremes: Yes or 

no, good or bad, black or white, beautiful or ugly, etc. A person is either a Friend or an Enemy. I am only loved or 

hated, only accepted or rejected, etc. Viewing things (the world and people and events) in this way is simpler, no 

doubt, but does not take in the various shades between extremes, and limits us to only two choices. 

Personal Preferences — We view many Events through filters of experience, in which we tend to see what we’ve seen 

before. Indeed, because we are basically conservative, we want things to be the same as they have been, and may 

twist the truth to make it so. Thus we may see things that aren’t really there (because we want them to be there) or 

fail to see things that are there (because we do not want them to be there). Such twisted truth can lead to false 

conclusions about reality. 

These and similar distortions of perception help us to see events not so much as they are but as we wish them to be. 

We base our Beliefs about Events on this personal perception. We often don’t experience events directly, but through 

the reports of others: a news item, gossip, etc. Such “reported truth” is usually a partial version of the truth, the part 

having to do less with accuracy and more with the reporter’s own purposes. Our best response to second-hand reports 

may be skepticism, as we wait until all the facts are in. To simply accept what others tell us limits us to what they think 

they perceived, what they thought it meant, and how they think we should respond. 

Belief 
You perceive an Event and tell yourself what it means to you. Meanings become personal truth which become basic 

Beliefs. Giving a meaning to something indicates that the thing is important to us, apart from what actually happened. 

Not to become too macabre, but let’s say there was a car accident. They happen all the time. But wait...someone you 

know was in it! Now it becomes personal, and the meaning changes. It’s gone from being an objective event on the six 

o’clock news, to being an event we cannot help but view subjectively. Central to what we believe about things is our 

personal, subjective viewpoint, influenced by such things as: 

Personal Connection — As we’ve just seen, when an event becomes personal, our focus narrows as we think only of 

how it affects us personally. We see through a fog, people talk but we don’t hear them, we are thrown into an emo-

tional turmoil. The meanings and beliefs that whirl though are minds have little to do with reality. “In the foxhole 

there are no atheists,” it is said, and in times when our world seems to be crashing down, even the unbeliever may 

cry out, “Oh God, save her...take me instead...do something...I’ll do anything!” When an event becomes personal, the 

maps go out the window and we crash blindly through the forest, unseeing, unknowing. 
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Previous Experience — What happened before can lead us to think that what was once true will always be true. So we 

apply what we’ve already decided to new experiences. Never mind that we or the situation may be different now, or 

we were mistaken in the first place. Or never mind that this Event is a new Event, and is unrelated to previous Events. 
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In our minds, we can twist reality to conform to what we want to believe, rather than what is. 

What Others Believe — The Birds of a Feather Principle says we’re influenced by those we’re around most. We want 

others to approve us and love us, so we may let them do our thinking or feeling for us. If you want to change, avoid 

people whose influence you don’t want and surround yourself with people whose influence you do want. 

Personal Perspective — This is how you see and don’t see things because of “where you stand,” literally or figuratively, 

as you observe events. You may stand “in front” and not see the back, or so close that you miss things or see things 

in a distorted way, or stand so far away that you see “the big picture” but miss important details, etc. You may be so 

emotionally invested in the Event being a certain way that you twist it to make it be what you want. 

Personal Framework — Adler said we each have a personal apperceptive schema (That is, a personal viewpoint or 

frame of reference) by which we view events, make sense of them, and see what we want to see. Making sense doesn’t 

have to do with what happened, but with “what does it mean to me?” The more likely an Event is personal, the more 

likely are we to distort our perception of it. Our personal framework includes how much information we bring to an 

Event, because we tend to fill in the blanks when we don’t know much. This increases our tendency to assume, and 

create a view we prefer rather than one that “really is.” 

Personal Truth — Subjectivity results in The Truth as I want it to be. This is my personal truth. Please keep this in 

mind: We do not respond to events, but to our personal truth about events. This is really important. We can’t change 

events (they are past) but we can change what we tell ourselves about them. It is the basis for change, to control our 

thoughts. 

Private Logic — A special type of Personal Truth is Private Logic or the “personal reasoning” we use to justify our self-

oriented behavior. By it, we tell ourselves it is OK to act in ways that get us what we want, others be damned. 

Internally, we use the simple formula, “I deserve to (the behavior we wish to excuse) because (the Private Logic we 

use to excuse it) and therefore (the permission we give ourselves).” Excuses are based on our personal, self-oriented 

desires rather than the logic of community living. Adler said Private Logic permits socially useless behavior, not 

socially useful. We’ll see later (Bewildering Patterns) that Private Logic is a major way we go astray in life. 

Belief System — All of this becomes a system of Belief and Personal Truth by which we operate our lives. Albert Ellis, 

who credits Adler’s influence on his own approach (Rational-Emotive Behavior Therapy), suggests much of what 

gets us in trouble are Irrational Beliefs (similar to Adler’s “Mistaken Thinking”). Irrational, because they’re exagger-

ated, perfectionist, absolutist, etc.: If this isn’t true, it’s terrible, catastrophic, and awful! Here’s a sample of absolut-

istic thinking: 

I must be loved and admired by everyone for everything I do. 

What others think of me is more important than what I think. 

I must be completely competent in everything I do. 

I should point out others’ mistakes and try to reform them. 

It’s terrible and awful if things aren’t as I want them to be. 

It’s better not to attempt something than to fail. 

I must be in control of everything or chaos will result. 

I can’t control thoughts/feelings, which are from outside me. 

The past influenced me once, and it must continue to do so. 

I must be able to answer all questions & solve all problems. 

We create a Personal Truth when we tell ourselves what an Event means. Our Personal Truths become the Beliefs on 

which we base our Responses. We believe our Beliefs because we tell ourselves they’re truth and anyway, we wouldn’t 

lie to ourselves, would we? To change how we think or feel or act, we must change what we believe and the meaning we 

give to Events. This is why we say, in LEAP (and have been saying much longer than Wayne Dyer or others who say 

it): 
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 Change your thoughts, 

Change your Patterns, 

Change your life. 

 

Meaning 
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Beliefs are the meaning we give to events. What do we mean by “meaning”? For one thing, events do not, in them-

selves, have meanings. Meaning is something we give to events, not something they have. Wood or stone, a star in the 

sky or the look on someone’s face, have meaning only as we give meaning to them. Thus the meaning of an event is 

personal; it is subjective and not objective. 

There are no meanings without meaning-givers. This is where we come in. We give meanings to events. What means 

one thing to us may mean something else to others. The meaning we give to an event becomes the basis for what we 

believe to be true and important about that event, from our own personal point of view. Adler said that, just as all 

problems are social problems, so also all meanings are social meanings. Even our intensely personal meanings have a 

social component. In his book, What Life Should Mean to You, he said, 

Human beings live in the realm of meanings. We do not experience pure circumstances; we always experience 

circumstances in their significance to men. Even at its source our experience is qualified by our human purposes. 

“Wood” means “wood in its relation to mankind,” and “stone” means “stone as it can be a factor in human life.” 

If a man should try to escape meanings and devote himself only to circumstances he would be very unfortunate: 

he would isolate himself from others; his actions would be useless to himself or to any one; in a word, they would 

be meaningless. . . . We experience reality always through the meaning we give it; not in itself, but as something 

interpreted. 

Some meanings are consensual. That is, they depend on two or more people agreeing (consenting) on what is seen 

and what it means. You and I look at a rock and make a sound. We agree that the sound “rock” refers to that thing lying 

on the ground. It might be a huge rock (so we say “boulder”) or a small rock (we say “pebble”). We change the sound 

to mean a different thing and so we do over and over. The point is that we agree on what sound means what thing. 

Some meanings are personal. Inside my mind I agree with myself that a certain event means a certain thing to me. I 

create a meaning for the event and believe it to be true. (Would I want to lie to myself?) As I did with you about “rock”, 

I agreed, that this meaning applies to this event. 

While each event has a meaning of its own, it’s when similar events happen over and over that we establish that a 

meaning is important. We give weight to the meanings we give to events. Important is important here, because we don’t 

care about things that don’t matter to us. But when we do care, we give it a “heaviness” that fixes it in our minds and 

becomes the basis for what we do, think, and feel about it.  

Mistaken Thinking 

Adler said we create problems for ourselves when we use mistaken thinking, mistaken reasoning, or mistaken ideas. 

Starting our reasoning with a faulty premise (“Because I am more important than others…”) leads to a faulty conclusion 

that (“…therefore it’s OK to do whatever I want”). This thinking may be logical, except that the premise is mistaken: I 

am not more important than others. This is the kind of unreasonable reasonable thinking that Adler called Private Logic, 

the kinds of reasoning that puts Self first ahead of others, and is socially useless. 

A classic example of reasonable thinking is the syllogism (Greek for “a reckoning together). A syllogism has a major 

premise (“All men are mortal”), a minor premise (“Socrates is a mortal”) and a conclusion (“therefore Socrates is a 

man.”) In mistaken thinking, the major (or first) premise is faulty. For example, if (1) “All men will hurt me” leads to 

(2) “You are a man,” I conclude that (3) “therefore you will hurt me.” But all men will not hurt me! That’s a faulty 

premise. But often we don’t want to be reasonable, so we think mistakenly. I may have once been hurt by a man, and to 

avoid being hurt again I may generalize to all men. Better safe (and unreasonable) than sorry. Even so, jumping to the 

conclusion that you will hurt me because one man once hurt me is faulty thinking. Adler gives an example of such 

“reasonable” thinking on page 161. Meanwhile, here are some examples of the kinds of Mistaken Thinking we use every 

day without evn thinking about it: 
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Antithetical thinking — Extremes, with nothing in the middle. This is either/or thinking. Like absolutistic thinking, 

it includes only ultimates, and like all-or-nothing thinking in which one sees anything less than complete success 

as total failure. 

Exaggerated thinking — Giving something more importance than it deserves or really has. 

Catastrophic thinking — Believing that not to get what one wants is the worst thing that can happen in the whole 

world. 

Confused thinking — Mistaking one thing for another; making illogical connections between events and conse-

quences (such as the adult’s Mistaken Mission to solve a child’s Problem); or assuming that what one does equates 
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to what one is (such as “Because I failed at that, I am a failure.”) 

Denial — Disbelieving that something is true that is true, just because we don’t want it to be true. 

Blaming — Putting the fault for the consequences of one’s own behavior onto someone or something else. Related 

are “shifting the blame” and scape-goating. 

Minimizing — Making something less important than it is, so that by “being of little consequence,” one does not 

have to deal with it.  

Trivializing — Like the above, but often aimed at another’s argument (or at another person!) to make what they think 

or say (or are) something so small and meaningless that you don’t even have to consider it. 

Maximizing — Making something more important than it really is, perhaps as a way not to have to deal with real 

issues or problems. Maximizing and exaggerating help us to feel overwhelmed and helpless, so that we have a 

reason to not do anything. 

Over-generalization — That a single example is true for all situations. Or that a narrow rule can be applied broadly. 

This is partly how a child comes to accept a lasting Truth based on only a few experiences. 

Over-compensation — An exaggerated way to think or act in order to make up for a minus, lack, or inferiority. 

Striving for superiority is usually an exaggerated reaction (and therefore an over-compensation) to feelings of 

inferiority. The child, if discouraged in normal efforts to Belong, may over-compensate by exaggerated efforts to 

receive attention or love, for example. 

Single-case -thinking — Statistics require that there be a large enough group of people to make the numbers work. 

(We trust as poll of public opinion more if a million people are asked, and not just one!) The single-case approach 

is highly limited, yet many people use it a lot to justify their personal opinions, assuming that their experience or 

someone they heard about is enough to prove a point. “I’m against that idea, so everyone else must be too,” they 

say, or “I once knew someone who had a bad experience at that grocery store, which is why I never shop there.”  

What can we do about Mistaken Thinking? For one thing, we can be honest with ourselves and recognize unreasonable 

thinking when we do it, or when we recognize it in someone else. We may not be able to do much about them (the 

political or religious zealot, for example) but we can do something about it in ourselves, especially as we grow more 

conscious of it and more aware when we do it. Yet while we could be more honest or candid with ourselves, sometimes 

the secondary gains we get from dishonesty or self-deception are powerful and alluring. 

Albert Ellis, in Rational-Emotive Behavior Therapy (which is very Adlerian and a forerunner of recent cognitive 

therapies), suggests that, since Mistaken Thoughts are irrational and unreasonable, they will give in to rationality and 

reason. He suggests “D” words to help with that: 

Dispute the irrational thought. Argue with it as if it has a separate life inside your mind that is trying to lead you 

astray. Dispute exaggerated and catastrophic thinking, minimizing and maximizing, and all-or-nothing thinking. 

Create an image of yourself “facing down” the thought as if it is an unwelcome intruder. 

Debate the irrational thought. Challenge its illogical and unreasonableness, its faulty premises, and its faulty conclu-

sions. Be aware of logical fallacies, such as attacking the person rather than the argument, the non sequitor 

(“doesn’t follow,” as when the conclusion does not follow from the premise), and circular reasoning. 

Distinguish between rational irrational and thoughts. Know the difference between them, and see how irrational 

thoughts lead you astray. Choose rational thoughts as more in keeping with the feelings you want to have, and 

actions that will be more effective. 

Discriminate between reasonable & unreasonable thoughts and feelings, so you will know them when you see them. 

Deny the irrational thought its power. Take away its power to effect feelings and actions. Laugh at it, shame it, tell 

it you now have its number and can control it! 
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Response 

You’ve perceived an Event, and given it your personal meaning. Now you are ready to Respond. You want to have 

an effect by doing something. You need to understand and memorize the following: 

 
Your Response is based not on the Event, but on your Belief about the 

Event. This is what makes change possible. You can’t change Events, 

but you can change what you tell yourself they mean to you. Events 
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don’t cause your thoughts, feelings, or actions. Beliefs lead to re-

sponses, and serve your personal goals. To change a feeling or a 

thought, change your Beliefs and meanings. 

We respond to our Beliefs about Events by thinking, feeling, and acting: 

Thinking 

A thought is a mental response to a Belief or meaning we have about an Event. It is often a therefore statement: 

“Because such-and-such happened, therefore I should or must feel, think, or act a certain way.” Since we think all the 

time, there is a continual parade of “therefore” statements running through our minds. A thought is to solve a problem. 

Thinking is the mind’s way to process information to solve a problem. 

Thoughts are the mental sentences we create in our minds to process experiences. Since experiences are constant, our 

minds are constantly creating mental sentences to decide what those experiences mean (to us). Usually we’re not aware 

of them unless we learn to listen in on our own thinking! And we do need to learn how to do this, because that is the 

basis for controlling our thoughts and therefore our feelings. 

As practice, create a sentence about an event (such as this sentence) and write it down or speak it aloud. Even as you 

do, your mind continues to create sentences about what you’re doing. Listen in, and see if you agree! The point is to be 

able to catch yourself creating thoughts with which you do not agree, are lacking in reasonableness, or you believe are 

not as potentially useful as they could be. Listening in, we hear what we are talking with ourselves about the meaning 

we’ve given an event. 

Before you fall asleep at night, listen for your thoughts. Are they about something that happened during the day? Do 

you mull over some problem you didn’t solve? Do you think thoughts that seem to recycle like a broken record? Listen 

to such thoughts as an objective observer. 

Ask yourself why you think the same thoughts over and over and can’t seem to stop (called “perseverating”). What 

do you get out of that? What’s your purpose? Hat result do you look for by doing that? 

Sometimes it’s a way to keep yourself from actually dealing with the thoughts, much as being on a runaway train 

prevents you from enjoying the ride! 

Sometimes it’s a way your mind creates mental “noise” so you can’t seem to think “real” (that is, effective) thoughts. 

Sometimes it’s your mind’s suggestion that this is such an important topic that you’d better pay attention to it! 

Feeling 

Our bodies are responsible for our physical sensations: hunger, pain, exhaustion, etc. Our minds translate such sen-

sations into mental feelings, such as when we feel hungry because our bodies tell us (through physical signals) to eat 

something. 

A second kind of feeling is the response we make to an event, such as when we feel bad or sad or mad or glad about 

something. Such a mental response can have a reverse effect...that is, the thought can lead to a physiological response: 

a churning stomach, clenched teeth, laughter, etc. 

If I create angry thoughts I will make myself angry. Note I said “make myself,” not “you/he/she made me angry.” No 

one can put a thought or feeling inside your mind without your permission. Only you can do that. This is important! It 

can be liberating to realize that, since you make yourself angry (or give yourself any other feeling) then it is you who can 

change the feeling by changing your thoughts. I may want to be angry, and so I’ll keep on telling myself angry thoughts. 

But if I want to stop feeling angry, I will stop telling myself angry thoughts.  
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So then: A sensation is the body’s physical response to something in the environment, brought to the brain through 

the senses. A feeling is a mental response to a physical sensation, or a physical sensation created by a thought about an 

event. 

Important point # 1 — Feelings are not thoughts or opinions. Don’t say “I feel” when you mean “I think.” Hunger, 

thirst, and pain are feelings, based on bodily sensations. What you think about the stock market or the president 

are not feelings, but thoughts. Feelings such as anger, resentment, love, or joy for example are based on thoughts. 

When you believe something, call it a belief, and not a feeling. 

Important point # 2 — Feelings are temporary. They come and go, depending on physical sensations or thoughts 

that create them. How they come and go is up to us, since we choose our feelings because we choose what to think 
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about events.  

Important point # 3 — Feelings are not all that important. The 1970s emphasized feelings as if they were the most 

important thing in the world and it took the ‘70’s to discover them! But feelings have been around as long as 

humans have had bodies and senses. They are the side-effects of physical sensations and mental thoughts. So it’s 

thoughts that are important. If you don’t like a feeling, change the thought that supports it. 

Emotion 

Sometimes we want others to know what’s going on inside us. And so we display them as emotions. If I’m sad or 

hurt, I cry to let you know. If I’m happy or pleased, I smile or laugh to show you. If I’m angry, I shout or swear or jump 

up and down or hit something to reveal my feeling to you. If I’m chilly, I may shiver (a physiological response) but also 

say “Brrrrr” (a social signal). 

Emotions are important to us as social creatures. As Adler said, “Everything is social.” Our feelings involve the 

community and other people. We show our feelings to others as an emotion (from the Latin emovere, meaning “to move 

out”). An emotion moves our feeling out of ourselves and our own minds and into the social realm where others can 

know what we are experiencing internally. 

Emotions are powerful. We can use them to get other people to do what we want. We can control people, manipulate 

them, make them suffer with us, get them to agree with us, get them to change their minds. How much of this did we 

learn as children, when we turned on the tears or threw a tantrum to get what we wanted? History’s leaders used emotions 

to motivate their followers or to sway the masses. Preachers and politicians, not to mention advertisers, do the same 

today to move people to think in a certain way or to take a specific action. 

Action 

Action is what we do to make things happen. We don’t do things just to do them, but to get things done. Actions are 

based on the meaning we give an Event (to repeat, not on the event itself!). We smile, frown, touch, hit, speak, write, 

move, build, cook, sew, show a feeling as an emotion, or a thousand other things. By our action we intend to have an 

effect. Our Patterns exist to achieve an effect in our daily lives. 

How you act (what you do and how well you do it) determines how effective your actions will be. You decide what’s 

effective and set the standards for your own effectiveness. If you want to be a really good crook, it’s up to you to decide 

what “really good” means and what you’ll have to do to attain that goal. (Although you may not want to use prison 

inmates as your model of a crook; after all, they got caught!) 

Certain actions seem guaranteed not to succeed, at least from the viewpoint of an outside observer. “Why did you do 

that?” they might say, or “You did exactly the thing that you knew would likely result in failure!” But we humans are 

peculiar, even perverse, creatures. We will often do the opposite of what we say we want, or of what’s good for us. So 

if your goal is to prove that you can’t do anything right, maybe you will want to use crooks who have been caught as 

your models! 

Examples... 

To make the E-B-R Cycle a little clearer, here are some examples. Once you get the hang of it, it will be easy to 

substitute your experiences based on events of your choosing. 

Example One: 

Event — Objective: You approach two people who are talking; they turn toward you, and laugh. Subjective: You 

wonder if they have been talking about you, and if they are laughing at you. 
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Belief — Meaning: “The same thing happened to me in Junior High; people talked about me and laughed at me. I got 

all red and embarrassed.” Personal Truth: “People who talk laugh at me deserve what they get!” Private Logic: “I hate 

when people laughed at me then, and I hate it now. It’s OK for me to be nasty to nasty people! 

Response — Thought: “People who talk about others and laugh at them are rude.” Feeling/Emotion: Angry resent-

ment. Action: As you walk by, you glare at the laughing one and make a cutting remark. The fact is these two people are 

strangers; you have never met them before in your life. What do you think now? What meaning do you give to the event? 

What do you think, feel, and do now that you know “the truth”? 

Example Two: 

Event — Objective: You’re out driving. The driver behind you honks a horn. Subjective: You assume the driver is 
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honking at you. 

Belief — Meaning: “People always want to get ahead of me or go past me (on the road of life).” Personal Truth: “I 

am in the right, and it’s my responsibility to teach people how to behave properly!” Private Logic: “I deserve to be 

treated better than this; I’ll teach him a lesson by slowing down and weaving back and forth so he can’t pass.” 

Response — Thought: “People need to know they can’t get away with annoying others.” Feeling/Emotion: Resent-

ment. Action: You slow down, the car passes, the driver points at you. You give him the finger. The fact is, your rear tire 

is going flat and the person was trying to signal you about it. What do you think now? What meaning do you give to the 

event? What do you think, feel, and do, now that you know the truth? 

Example Three: 

Event — Objective: Your friend comes late to a lunch date that you set with her last week. Subjective: She looks 

upset, distant, and almost reluctant to see you. 

Belief — Meaning: “If she really wanted to have lunch with me, she’d have been on time.” Personal Truth: “I guess 

I’m not very likable, since the few friends I have don’t even show up when they say they will.” Private Logic: “I need 

to show her I am better than she is, and she can’t treat me like this!” 

Response — Thought: “People always seem to be taking advantage of me. I need to be on my guard all the time. I 

was treated like dirt as a child by my schoolmates, and I’m not going to take it anymore!” Feeling/Emotion: Hurt; angry 

resentment. Actions: You say, “I’m sorry but I can’t stay any longer. I have an important appointment to keep” and you 

get up and walk out. The facts is, your friend just learned that her husband wants a divorce, and wanted to talk with you 

about it. What do you think now? What meaning do you give to the event? What do you think, feel, and do now that you 

know “the truth”? 

Controlling Your Thoughts and Feelings: The 4-S Method of Thought Control 

We create our thoughts and feelings. They don’t come from anywhere outside us. No one can make you think or feel 

something. Thoughts and feelings are completely our own and therefore within our control. We can decide to change 

thoughts we don’t like. Here is a very effective way to control your feelings by controlling your thoughts. It’s “The “4-

S Method” to control your thoughts and feelings. When I explain this to clients they usually say, “It’s too simple, it can 

never work!” Then they try it and come back to say, “Wow! It worked! I’m in charge of my mind at last!” So go ahead, 

try it for yourself: 

Stop sign — At the first sign of a thought you don’t want, create the mental image of a large stop sign. Make it as fancy 

as you want, with blinking red lights all around it. Fill your mind with that image to the exclusion of everything else. 

Some people imagine a police officer or crossing-guard holding the sign, stopping all movement. 

Shout — At the same time as you raise your mental stop sign, mentally shout at the thought to drive it out of your mind. 

Treat it like an intruder who has entered uninvited. Don’t be timid. Shout like hell! Use every mental word and sound 

you can think of to drive the thought out with its tail between its legs. 

Substitute — For a thought to find a home, it must be made welcome in the first place. This means you had some purpose 

in creating it in the first place, some goal that it satisfied. And it will continue as long as you get something out of it. 

Once you decide you no longer want that thought, replace it with one you want. Write substitute thoughts down and 

keep them handy. 

Sustain — As you drive the unwelcome thought out, it may try to come back. It thinks it belongs, and that you’re not 

serious. Don’t kid around with it! Sustain your efforts; repeat the first three S’s, establish control. And don’t be fooled 

by its cousins with a different look but the same message. That’s your Private Logic trying to convince you that you 

deserve such thoughts. Kick them out too! 
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Try the 4-S method the next time you recognize a thought or feeling you don’t want. Thoughts and feelings don’t 

come from outside somewhere. You make them up! Since a feeling is supported by a thought, it’s the unwelcome thought 

you want to stop.  

But remember: we create our thoughts to get something to happen. All behavior is goal-oriented. Our thoughts serve 

our goals. This is why thoughts are so hard to control: they don’t want to give up the goal they seek! Part of us wants to 

give them up, and part wants them to stay.  They are part of us, of who we are. So make sure you have a more acceptable 

thought ready to take its place. Otherwise, as you kick it out the front door, it will come back in through the back door 

or down the chimney! (And it ain’t no Sana Clause, if you really don’t want it in your mind!) 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

Revise Your Behaving Patterns 

As you gain control of your E-B-R cycle and recognize your misperceptions, Mistaken Thinking, and Private Logic, 

you will find that your responses become more accurate and effective. We cannot overemphasize the importance of 

learning and using this powerful way to control all aspects of your life. 

Practice both the E-B-R Cycle and the 4-S Method a number of times every day. Start with simple, immediate events, 

something happening right now. These should not just be huge or incredibly important events. Indeed, life is mostly in 

the small things that, if left to accumulate, become more influential on your life than you really want them to be. And 

prepare now to use the E-B-R Cycle with all the Patterns, especially at the end of each one when you apply what you 

learned to a relationship, your work or career, or to a problem or decision. 

The E-B-R Cycle has many advantages. You increase the accuracy of your perceptions. You begin to trust what you 

experience. You perceive events more realistically. You begin to see the importance of the meanings you give events. 

Accurate meanings increase your control over your thoughts, and therefore of your responses. Use the form on the next 

page to keep track of how you use your E-B-R Cycle. Do this at least three times a day for a week. (Make at least 20 

extra copies for yourself, and more when you decide you want to introduce dthe E-B-R Cycle tdo your friends.) 

Do you perceive accurately? Can you tell when your perceptions turn personal, so you see only what you want to be 

there, and ignore what you don’t want? Can you hear yourself creating meanings, beliefs, and Personal Truth, inside 

your head? Listen…and to make them clear write them out. Do you use Private Logic? How do you excuse yourself 

from socially-useful behavior and think thoughts that care only about you? Can you distinguish between thoughts and 

feelings? Are your actions effective? Are your feelings appropriate? How do you know? How aware are you of your Self 

Talk? Do you skip over important things, magnify unimportant ones? Do you hide things from yourself? Practice the 

E-B-R Cycle three times a day to perfect your use of it. 

Practice Task 

Your Practice Task is for practice, so experiment with the E-B-R cycle. Remember, effectiveness is getting the job 

done. How well it gets done is your decision. Try these topics. First, make copies of the E-B-R Cycle form on the next 

page, at least a dozen, and keep one out not used if you want to make more. 

A Relationship — Misperception and Private Logic do their best work here! We often look at something he or she 

did or said and come to wrong conclusions about what happened and therefore what it means right off the bat! Check 

out your Beliefs about relationship events with other people, perhaps a counselor. (Best friends may be too close to you 

to be of much help, much less objective.) What have you seen that’s not there, or failed to see that is? What is the 

Personal Truth you tell yourself, and how might it be mistaken? How does what you expect/want from the other person 

limit the relationship? Become aware of your excuses and justifications for self-oriented behavior. Check your percep-

tions with the other person. Are you misusing emotions in some way? What do you tell yourself about this relationship? 

How much is factual, and how much is what you want to see (or not see)?  
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Event-Belief-Response Cycle 
Event: 

Objective event: what really happened that others would agree happened? 

 

 

Subjective event: what do I see that’s not there, and fail to see that is there? 
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Shared event: what actually happened that I actually see? 

 

 

Belief: 
What does the event mean to me? 

 

 

What private logic do I use? 

 

 

What fears does this event touch in me? 

 

 

How is my Self Image involved in what I tell myself about this event?  

 

 

Response: 
What is my thinking response: (What thoughts are reasonable? Mistaken?) 

 

 

What is my feeling response? (What word describes my physical sensation?)  

 

 

What is my action response? (What can I do to have an effect?) 

 

 

How effective was my response? (What did I learn for next time?) 
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Your Work/Career — Early in life you decided in general on what to do for a living. Later years you refined it. You 

did what needed to be done to take your place in your preferred occupation. The E-B-R Cycle can help trace the decisions 

along the way to your field of work now. How far should you go? What does it take to get ahead? How do you stop 

yourself? How do you blame others or circumstances for not getting as far as you think you ought to? Make some notes 

below, and use another E-B-R Cycle form about this topic. 
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A Decision/Problem — How accurate is your view of this issue? How objective can you be about it? Where does 

subjectivity get in your way or distort your thinking? What have magnified or minimized? How much of what you think 

about this decision or problem is based on mistaken thinking, Private Logic, or Personal Truths that aren’t really accu-

rate? Check how your thoughts create your feelings. What excuses do you give yourself? How does that limit your 

choices or possibilities? How much of the solution is wishful thinking? How do you stop yourself from putting mental 

plans into action in the real world? Use another E-B-R Cycle form on this topic too. 

 

Personalize Your Behaving Patterns 

You’ve explored your Behaving Patterns. That is, you’ve learned how to use the Event-Belief-Response Cycle in 

managing everything that happens to you. How can we make it more personal for you? The E-B-R Cycle is a basic 

Pattern of the mind, universal to all human beings. For our purposes, we want to learn how to use the E-B-R approach 

and apply it to everything that happens to us. In this way you will learn to manage and control your thoughts, which are 

the basis for your feelings, and together form the basis for your responses. 

Therefore, what you have learned is a growing knowledge of how you perceive events (objective and subjective), 

how you give personal meanings to events (including your Private Logic and Mistaken Thinking), and how you then 

respond by thinking, feeling, or acting in some way. From this moment on, you will be in control of all your thoughts 

and feelings, and you will be able to manage your entire life more efficiently, more effectively, and with greater skill 

and ease than you ever thought possible. 

Work on Your Practice Task 

Now apply what you have learned about your Behaving Patterns to your Practice Task. Think of the following: 

 Your perceptions…and your misperceptions of the Event (your issue). 

 Separate the objective from the subjective in how you see an issue. 

 How do you define the issue and give it personal meaning for your life? 

 What are your Beliefs, your Personal Truths, your Private Logic about the issue? 

 What mistaken thoughts do you have about this issue? Have you used the 4-S Method on them? 

 What will you think...feel...do...because of what you believe about the event? 

“If I could change one thing…” 

Look at how you use your E-B-R Cycle in your life about large things and small things.  Look over the E-B-R Cycle 

forms you’ve completed and come up with at least three ways you could improve how you use this approach and make 

it more useful and effective in your life today and tomorrow. The following form has three sections, corresponding to 

“Event” perception, “Beliefs” and meaning, and “Responses” by thinking, feeling, and acting. Use it with the E-B-R 

Cycle forms you’ve copied. Make a couple dozen copies, more if you want to give them to friends. 
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E-B-R Cycle Changes form 
How I perceive events in my life now. Review pages 75-78 on 

perceiving events, including mistaken viewpoints, lenses, mis-

taken thinking, etc. 

How I can make my perceptions more accurate. Look again at 

the “lenses” section (pages 76-78) and “mistaken thinking” sec-

tions (pages 80-81). 
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________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

My meanings, beliefs, personal truth, and private logic: Changes to make in how I think about events: 

Meanings: ________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Beliefs: _________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Personal Truth: ___________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Private Logic: ____________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Meanings: ________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Beliefs: _________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Personal Truth: ___________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Private Logic: ____________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

How I think, feel, and act about events: How to improve my thinking, feeling, acting: 

Thoughts: _______________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Feelings: ________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Actions: ________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 
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Session 8  Pattern Seven 

Believing Patterns  

Explore Your Believing Patterns 
Earlier we said that certain defining events occurred in early childhood and led you to make some basic statements 

about the way life is. You would carry those lessons with you as your core Beliefs for the rest of your life. They became 

basic ways you would define yourself, other people, and the world. Of course they regulate your everyday activities. But 

more than that, especially in times of confusion, trouble, or uncertainty, you turn to them for their lasting guidance. 

Here we look at your Core Beliefs, how you created them and the purpose they served for you as a child and continue 

to serve for you today. How do you maintain them today? Remember, these are not just things you think are true, they 

are your bedrock and most basic beliefs about life. More than anything, they describe who you are. 

Basic Beliefs 

Adler held there are three life tasks a person must complete in order to have lived successfully: Community, Marriage, 

and Work. I’ve expanded them to the six topics here, which I call the Master Questions which Life insists we all answer. 

We cannot not answer them. In fact, we settled on our answers to life’s most important questions before we started first 

grade! Those answers became our most basic Beliefs. 

Your basic Beliefs are your reference points for life. Other things may change but these Basic Truths remain True. 

As children, we were our own unchanging point of reference and everything revolved around us. Years later, we still 

believe our basic Beliefs are True as True can be. 

Your Beliefs are not true because they are factual, nor because someone told you they are true, nor because they are 

logical. They are true for you because you believe they are true. As a child with limited experience, you learned the way 

things seem to be. They made sense to you then, and you believed them enough to stake your life on. They became the 

“facts of life” so far as you’re concerned, the basic ways you would approach everything in life from then on. 

The Beliefs we speak of here are not the same as your religious beliefs. They are far more personal than that. They 

may include religious ideas, but only as they fit your personal Beliefs. No one else gave them to you or told you that you 

ought to believe them. They are by you, about you, and for you. They are your “philosophy of life,” a child’s wisdom 

which may have become an adult’s limiting burden. 

Keep in mind that, as a system, your Beliefs may not be all that systematic or organized! They may lack logic, they 

may be based on emotion, or they may involve things that never really happened. If you expressed them to others, they 

might sound a little odd! If you believe little green elves talk to you in code, you will act as if it’s true. If you talk back 

to the elves, it’s time for professional help! Anyway . . . in much the same way, childhood events may have led you to 

believe some things about yourself, or others, or your world that, in the light of adult thinking, don’t make much sense.  

Beliefs about Self 

Are you sad, happy, confident, unsure, relaxed, tense, stubborn, flexible, lazy, energetic, patient, kind, thoughtful, 

moody, lazy, energetic, patient, kind, thoughtful? We are all of these at various times, and what we tell ourselves is true 

about us becomes our Belief about our Self. As a child you had experiences, and today you are the result of what you 

learned from them. These qualities change a little over the years. Your Beliefs about Self include: 

The child’s Self Portrait that hangs on the wall of your mind, a reminder of who you were and really are. It does not 

age as you grow older. Always young, it is a picture of the child within you. 

The childhood certainties to which you return when life gets shaky , confusing, or threatening. (What Adler called 

“fixed points of orientation.”). While Life changes, these Truths do not. You can trust them! 
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The standard by which you measure personal growth and how far you’ve come in life. What is that standard for you? 

How fast or slow is your progress? What are the goals you reach toward? How are you doing on getting to them? 

The foundation for your other Beliefs, those about Love, Others, Work, World, and Mystery. Who you believe you 

are is the basis for what you believe about everything else in life. 
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What are your Basic Beliefs about your Self? Who are you? What are your limits? What do you stand up for? What are you afraid of? 

Beliefs about Love 
These Beliefs involved your love of specific people, and define how close you let yourself get to others, how much 

you trust them, your relationships with them, etc. Do you feel close or distant, superior or inferior, attached or discon-

nected, cooperative or rebellious? Much of this is based on your first attempts to Belong with your Mom, Dad, siblings, 

relatives, playmates, etc. How well you succeeded, and what you did, set the stage for what you believe about Love now. 

If you were successful, you also felt encouraged to trust yourself with others and believe that you mattered to them. If 

you felt failure, you may have became discouraged, mistrusted others, and believed you didn’t matter to them. 

Beliefs about love depend on your beliefs about your Self. Do you love others because you want to, or because the 

person has done something for you, or because the person is even lovable? Psychologist Carl Rogers (who studied with 

Adler) called such love unconditioned positive regard in which love is oriented toward a person without preconditions. 

Theologians speak of God’s love in this way, based on the poem about agape (Greek for selfless love) in I Corinthians, 

chapter 13. In human terms, it is seen in the love of a parent toward a child, or heroism and the sacrifice of Self for the 

Other. (Or as Jesus put it, “Greater love has no man than this, than that he lays down his life for his friends.”) This is 

different from love based on reciprocity, on giving to get, or even the golden rule: “Do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you.” 

Adler’s ideas about love seemed to involve two key things: (1) The love a couple has for each other in marriage (the 

result being marriage and having children to raise), and (2) the “fellow feeling” of love for society within the human 

community, for which he used the term Gemeinschaftsgefühl, usually translated as “social interest” although sometimes 

as “community feeling” or “fellow feeling.” 
What are your Basic Beliefs about Love? Who do you love most in this world? Why?  
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Beliefs about Others & Community 

These extend your beliefs about love for specific individuals to others in general, to the community beyond your 

family circle. It is related to the Greek word philia, for brotherly love (as in Philadelphia, the “city of brotherly love”). 

Such beliefs stem from sibling and playmate relationships, as you learned to get along, lead, follow, cooperate, compete, 

and take part in joint efforts such as games and play. Today, those early experiences guide how you think and act as a 
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member of the wider community: friendships, neighborhood, citizenship, and sense of patriotism, voting, work, involve-

ment in community affairs, club and religious memberships, and much more. They also guide how you get along within 

such affiliations, your moral and ethical behavior; how you see the community’s rules applying to you (obedience and 

disobedience), etc.  
What are your Basic Beliefs about your Self? Who are you? What are your limits? What do you stand up for? 

Beliefs about Work 

Adler believed that not only one’s work but what one did through one’s work is a contribution to society and to the 

community that created the individual and exacts its just recompense by what one contributes in a positive and socially 

useful way. So work is many things: 
Your life’s most important goals. 

How what you do for a living improves your community. 

How far you’ve decided to go in your work life, and when you decide to no longer “succeed” in your work. 

What you’ll do and not do to “get ahead” in career. 

Your choice of work to make money and support yourself. 

How you see work as supporting other areas of your life  

What you do “for fun” such as hobbies, clubs, etc. 

Your volunteer “work” and how you give of yourself to others. 

Whether you work best alone or with others. 

Do you prefer to lead or to follow, to cooperate or compete, etc? 

Beliefs about Work come partly from observing your parents. Children of farmers or others who work at home stand 

a better chance than kids whose parents work in offices, perhaps many miles away. Maybe you heard them speak of their 

work, or saw them work around the house. Other parts may come from family traditions or hopes: “When you grow up, 

you’ll take over the family business” or “This farm has been in our family for 3 generations” or “You’ll make a fine 

doctor some day.” Still other parts may come from pretending with siblings and playmates that led you to consider what 

kind of worker you were, your interests, etc. Reading, movies or TV programs, and school experiences also played a 

part in your thinking about “what you wanted to be when you grew up.” Perhaps you enjoyed working with your hands, 

or with your mind, or with others, or alone...perhaps you liked making a contribution, or being praised, or getting an 

allowance for doing chores...all of these played their parts too. 
What are your Basic Beliefs about work, your career, what you enjoy doing, your giving by volunteering? 
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Beliefs about the World 

Beyond home and family is the larger world. You experienced it early, but formally when you “left home” and started 

school. The larger world is the one you played in, that your parents shopped in, that your friends lived in, each in their 

own homes. Your experiences with that world led you to create early beliefs about “the way the world is.” (And, because 

the child wants and needs stability and no surprises, “the way it will always be.”) There are some basis postures and 

attitudes which formed early in life: 

Is the world you inhabit Safe? Dangerous? Challenging? Boring? Exciting? Are you curious about it, or do you go 

through life taking what comes and not caring much either way about it? 

Are you a participant or an observer? Do events control you? Can you control some events? Do you feel powerful in 

defining and managing your world, or are you weak and ineffective about changing things or getting things to 

happen as you want them to? 

Are you generally optimistic or pessimistic about the future? Does the future hold promise for you, or more of the 

same, or dark and bad things that can hurt you? What is your view of the future? Do you like this view? How 

could you change it? 

How do you shape what do you do to suit your view of yourself in the world? Do you try to shape your world to fit 

what you’d like it to be? How do you do either one? How are those ways working for you? How could you be 

more effective? 

Do you care about your world and take care of it, or is it something to be used and exploited by whoever has the 

power to do so?  

Beliefs about the world govern how much you’re involved in it and in what ways, or whether you are “just visiting” 

or “not really showing up” for life.  If you’re afraid in your world, you may hold back from taking part in it for fear it 

will turn and bite you. If you see it as friendly, you become active and are optimistic about its future. If you see it as 

complex or mysterious, you may try to understand it better and learn more about it. Or you may simply see it as a big 

playground in which to have fun. 

Perhaps you think the world’s mysteries are beyond you. You may simply ignore thinking about it, something that 

many people do. Or you may feel so overwhelmed by all the uncertainties of life that you accept the easy answers 

provided by someone else. 

An important part of what you believe about your world is how much control you think you have in it or over things 

that happen to you. This determines whether you believe you can be effective by your own actions, or whether you are 

at the mercy of external forces such as fate or other people. 

Your world-view is likely a mirror of how you view of yourself. If you lack confidence in yourself, your world 

appears threatening; if you believe in  yourself, you are confident about your world; if you are confused about yourself 

and who you are, your world will be confusing, with many challenges to be overcome; If you feel over-whelmed, your 

world will make demands on you and your already-waning strength. 
What are your Basic Beliefs about the world? Do you like it? How do you show you care about your world? Is it friendly to you? 

Dangerous? Are you curious about it? How do you see it in relation to yourself? 
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Beliefs about Mystery & Limits 

Knowledge, information, and understanding are fine. But what happens when you bump up against mystery, and the 

limits to what you know? Death is the ultimate limit, and humans have wondered for years what, if anything, comes 

after. What are your bed-rock Beliefs at the point where your knowledge ends and mystery begins? 

What are your religious beliefs, non-beliefs, or disbeliefs? Do you believe in God? If so, what are God’s qualities? 

In what way do you need God to have those qualities? J. B. Phillips (in Your God is Too Small) gave a dozen ways 
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we define God for our own purposes. For example, “God as Resident Policeman” stands behind you, ready to 

“arrest” you for wrong-doing. There are many other ways we define God according to our own needs. Is your God 

a person, a personality, a consciousness? Have you puzzled out “God” for yourself, or simply accepted the ideas 

of others? (The concept of the inherited God.) And what’s the difference, for you, between religion and spiritual-

ity? 

What are your attitudes about the limits of growing older, growing frail or sickly, terminal illness, a lifelong handicap, 

or death, the ultimate limit in life? What do you tell yourself about how to think about your natural limits? Do you 

bolster your self-confidence? Do you tell yourself stories of dread and terror? Do you compare yourself with 

others? Do you give in to fate or genetics or the ways things are? Do you “go gently into that good night” or do 

you go kicking and screaming and objecting that “It’s too soon and I have so much more living to do!” 

What about the illness or physical limits of aging of close friends and family? What is your responsibility toward 

loved ones who get sick, who become bed-ridden or must be placed in specialized care, or who have a terminal 

illness? Will you help them? Take care of them? Worry about them? Ignore them? 

Have you come to terms with the fact that some people that you love will die, some of them before you do? What 

have you already decided to think or feel or do about that? 

On what do you base your dealings with mystery and life’s limits? Faith? Belief in the occult? Knowledge and sci-

entific evidence? Perhaps you make a point not to think about it at all. What do you get out of doing that? 

Is there a point for you at which personal growth ends and you are content to exist until you die? What is that point? 

And what’s the point of mere existence, when you can continue to grow? 

Are you content to believe some things are true just because you wish to believe them, regardless of the evidence? 

What evidence would be necessary for you to change your mind? 

Life is full of places where, like a cliff, knowledge ends and we must keep on walking into the mist or the dark. Faced 

with life’s mysteries, we may resign ourselves to the inevitable, or we may proceed with faith. As children, we trusted 

our parents in times of doubt. As adults, we may continue to rely on the answers others provide, or we may learn to rely 

on our own answers. If we are to explore our Beliefs and revise them when they’re too limiting, we need to know how 

we create them: 
What are your Basic Beliefs about your mystery and limits? Are you a spiritual person? In what ways? How much have you come to 

terms with your own death? What handicaps/limits you today? What do you fear? 

Early Recollections 
LEARN — How do we uncover our bedrock Beliefs? It’s hard, because they are so much a part of us that we take 

them for granted. (When was the last time you thought about breathing, or your heart beating?) Our Basic Beliefs are 

the core of who we are as individuals. Sometimes an unbiased counselor or a friend can help us to see what we may not. 

Or, following Alfred Adler’s approach, we may get a glimpse of them indirectly, through our Early Recollections (ERs). 
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Among all psychological expressions, some of the most revealing are the individual’s memories. His memories are the re-

minder he carries about with him of his own limits and of the meaning of circumstances. There are no “chance memories.” 

Out of the incalculable number of impressions which meet an individual, he chooses to remember only those which he feels 

to have a bearing on his situation. His memories represent his Story of My Life; a story he repeats to himself to warn or 

comfort him, to keep him concentrated on his goal, and to prepare him by means of past experiences, so that he will meet the 

future with an already tested style of action. (Adler, 1931, p. 73) 

Adler knew that not all recollections reflect actual events. Sometime they are made up because we want to believe a 

thing happened, or real events distorted in the remembering. Even so, he said, they have meaning for the individual’s 
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view of Self and a person’s interpretation of important things. He also said that as Life Style changes, so will memories 

and ERs. A person will recall different events or put a different interpretation on original ERs. Personality is not fixed 

in childhood, but changes and adapts to new experiences over time. And while Adler said that newer memories are also 

significant and adhere to the “guiding line” in a person’s life, earlier ones better illuminate the person’s basic line of 

movement from early life to present moment. Earlier (page 55) I told of several of my early recollections in which I hurt 

myself and a parent came running to help me. My earliest was when I was two: 

I was born in Rugby, North Dakota, geographical center of North America, in 1938. My parents ran a dime store on the main 

(only) street of the tiny town. In mid-summer (I was one and a half) I stood at the open screen door and there came before 

me, like a vision, a little boy driving a metal pedal car on the sidewalk! It was the most wonderful thing I had ever seen. I 

told my mother I wanted one! 

In August we moved to Hamlet, where my father taught and was principle of the small country high school. We lived in 

the big brick building. On Christmas morning my mother said to go get my father, who was stoking the coal furnace off the 

gymnasium. I toddled down (I was a toddler, after all!) and as I walked through the gym, I saw a shiny red metal pedal car! 

My mother says I walked right on by, not recognizing it as my Christmas present! 

My earliest recollection. Oh yes...sixty years later I sat in a diner reading Consumer Reports. I turned a page, and there 

was a picture of a car just like my pedal car! A Mazda Miata! I asked if we had a dealer in town and of coursed we did or I 

wouldn’t be telling this story. I drove to it and in front of the show room was a shiny red Miata sports car. Real engine, no 

pedals! The next day I drove it away from the lot. It was mine, all mine! 

EXPLORE I — It may help to outline a process by which we create our Beliefs from specific events. Here’s my 

way (aided by members of a LEAP class I taught): 
The event, including what happened, other people involved, your thoughts/feelings at the time, etc. 

The meaning you gave to that event and the Problem that it solved. 

How that event was like other events with similar meanings. 

The larger lesson you took from these events for your life. 

The Problem solved by this lesson. 

The Basic Belief you created for similar events when they occur. 
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EXPLORE II — In some cases you may find that your constant reference points in life have moved because you 

have moved by growing older, having other experiences, and simply growing older. This is when you’d consider revising 

a Belief to fit your life today. Some questions to consider could be: 
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What Pattern does this Belief serve? 

How is this Belief useful? What Problem does it solve for me? 

How is the original Problem still a Problem now? 

How does this Belief still solve this Problem? 

How do I keep this Problem in order to try to solve it with this Belief? 

If this Belief is too small now, what should I do about it? 

EXPLORE III — The following will help you explore your Early Recollections more fully. Remember, you are not 

trying to recall general memories or a type of memory, but specific events that happened at a specific time and place. If 

you could go back and video-tape it, you could make a movie of it!  

Not everyone can easily recall early childhood events, especially from the time we’re talking about (birth to age six). 

If you can’t think of really early memories, recall such childhood memories as you can. Whatever comes to mind first is 

your first Early Recollection. (Many people have trouble coming up with the first one, not being sure what I have in 

mind! However, once you get one, or once you leave this to try later…you will doubtless have several that come to mind. 
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You should have a number of copies of the “Early Recollections Form” from Pattern 4, “Boy/Girl-hood Patterns. Use 

them now to explore at least six Early Recollections. Summarize what you find out about yourself in the boxes below. 

Put your expanded notes in your Notebook. 
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APPLY — Based on what you’ve learned, make some guesses about your Beliefs and the problem each solves. What 

have you done over the years to keep them alive and important? Over the years, how have your Beliefs changed? What 

happened, that you changed them? Answer each of the pairs below, expand in your Notebook: 
My most basic belief about . . . What Problem does this solve for you? 

Self  

Love  

Others & Community  

Work  

The World  

Mystery/Limits  

The one Belief you’d never think about changing!  
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PERSONALIZE — Take what you’ve learned about your most basic Beliefs, and see how they influence or interfere 

with your life today. As we can see, our Beliefs can be used to justify or excuse our thoughts and actions. It follows a 

Because __________ .Therefore ________ formula. Some examples: 
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“Because my parents abused me, therefore I deserve to be treated badly now, since I’m obviously not worth much. Or therefore 

I deserve to bully others to make up for how I was treated. “Or therefore I need to be kind and sensitive and extra compliant 

to others, to balance what happened to me.” 

“Because my parents were alcoholics, therefore I grew up with twisted ideas about myself, so now I can be excused for not being 

able to live up to basic life tasks. Or therefore I must deny myself in all things, because otherwise I’d go overboard and 

become as they were, controlled by their evil, wicked passions.” 

“Because my parents ignored me, therefore I deserve to do anything that will get people to notice me. Or “therefore I am still a 

Nobody, so others have good reason not to take me into account.” 

“Because whatever I did was not good enough, therefore I don’t need to try hard now, since no one will car anyway.” Or 

“therefore I need to work harder than anyone else and not let other’s low standards influence my pursuit of perfection.” 

These are examples of how Private Logic can turn childhood events into justification for incomplete adult living. As 

children, we weren’t in a position to know which Beliefs would serve us well, and which would become excuses. But as 

children, lacking knowledge or experiences, circumstances led us to choose what to Believe for the rest of our lives! 

Our Beliefs serve our goals. You created your beliefs as a child to solve problems you had as a child. You didn’t 

believe something just because it was a good idea, but because you got something out of it, following the concept of 

Psychology of Use. What did you get out of it? 

We believe our Beliefs whether they make sense or not. We may have arrived at them by Mistaken Thinking, Private 

Logic, incomplete information, even hallucination or fantasy. In considering your Belief Patterns, you’ll want to look 

for Beliefs that made sense when you were a child, but are out-of-date for the grown-up you are today. Remember that 

many beliefs were really interim or temporary answers that the child at the time fully expected to update in the future! 

(That was you with that expectation! Now’s the time to honor it.) 

So maybe you’ve learned some better answers since you were a child. We are not talking here about getting rid of 

basic reference points, but of finding new ones that will serve you better today, or re-wording the old ones so you can 

believe them without having to cross your fingers! 

Beliefs should work in the real world 

Beliefs help us face and solve problems in the world we live in. If they don’t work in the real world, we have to ask 

in all seriousness: is this a valuable belief, or just something we think is nice, or maybe even just a useless superstition. 

How does one’s Belief provide guidance in situations where there may not be a clear answer or solution? This is what 

happens in what we call a “moral dilemma,” where no answer seems to be the right one! So let’s try matching Beliefs 

against a real world (although fictional) problem. This one was posed by Dr. Lawrence Kohlberg in his famous study of 

moral development in children: 

A woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was one drug the doctors thought might save her. 

It was a medicine that a druggist in that town had recently discovered. It was expensive to make, and the druggist 

was charging people $2,000 for a small dose.) The sick woman's husband, Heinz, went to everyone he knew to 

borrow the money, but he could only get together about $1,000, or half of what it cost. He told the druggist that 

his wife was dying and asked him to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. The druggist said: "No, I discovered the 

drug and I'm going to make money from it." So Heinz got desperate and broke into the man's store to steal the 

drug-for his wife.  

Now consider these questions and see if you can come up with a good way to deal with Heinz and the druggist. 

Should Heinz break in and steal the drug? Why, or why not? 
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What if he did and the druggist caught him at it?  

 

What if Heinz had to kill the druggist to get the drug?  

If Heinz did, and was caught by the police, should he go to jail?   

What if the medicine would prolong the wife’s life for only a day? For a week? A month? A year? Fifty years?  

What length of time his wife might live would justify Heinz in theft or murder? Hours? Days? Months? Years? 

Now think about this situation and create six Beliefs that, from what you know, seem to apply to Heinz and the 

Druggist. Make notes here, and expand to your Notebook: 

A Belief about Self, one’s goals, the meaning of one’s life, the value of individual life, etc. 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 
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A Belief about Love, affection, what one will or should or should not do for one’s beloved, etc. 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 

 

A Belief about Others &/Community, responsibility to the community and its rules and laws, etc. 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 

 

A Belief about Work, enjoying the fruits of one’s labor, “giving back” to the community… 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 

 

A Belief about the World, what it’s like, behavior within it, does one have freedom of action or is life all fated? 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 

 

A Belief about Mystery/Limits, is there a personality in the universe (God) who cares how we behave, is illness imposed by God? Is 

illness a random thing? Is illness a punishment for sins? Is illness a test of some kind? 

Heinz: 

 

 
Druggist: 

 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 
…A Relationship — Is there something you Believe about how others should be or behave that gets in the way of 

this relationship? Do you expect the other person to live up to some impossible standard, some Ideal Image, or to be like 

a parent or sibling to you? Think of how you can free them from such restrictions by creating a new Belief that lets them 

be who they are, without having to be what you want them to be. 
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…Your Work/Career — Here you’ll want to take a good look at Work Beliefs and what from family, parents, sib-

lings, etc., went into childhood attitudes or values. Is what you told yourself then still true today? If not, visualize yourself 

as one who believes something different, and see how it affects your thinking or acting about this type of Task. 

 

…A Decision/Problem — Do any Beliefs get in the way of making this decision or solving this problem? Perhaps 

something you believe insists that you define it in a certain way, or only allow yourself to consider certain possibilities. 

Can you recall some event which leads you to believe that only certain options are OK and others are “forbidden”? Can 

you create a new Belief that says “I can!” instead of “I shouldn’t!” 

 

Work on Your Practice Task 
Now apply what you have learned about your Believing Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. 

How does what you’ve learned about your Believing Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns 

get in your way somehow? 

Revise Your Believing Patterns 
Your Beliefs are specific mental images of how they’d look if you could transfer them to the outside world. Based 

on the limited experiences of childhood, they may not be as useful or accurate as you need them to be now, as an adult. 

One way to revise them is to create new mental images. Because the original ones were based on specific events, you 

may want to recall other or more recent events that support a newer way of looking at the six parts of your Belief System. 

If you can’t think of actual events in your recent history, create one. For example, if you have a Belief about playing it 

safe, create a situation in which you can safely take some risks to show yourself you can do it! 

“If I could change one thing…” 
And finally, think about what your life would be like now if you could change just one thing that happened to you as 

a child. What if an event hadn’t happened, sparing you a lot of trouble and worry, and heartache, for example? No, you 

can’t go back and change the past. But you can change what you tell yourself something means. 

Today you may question some of your childhood beliefs. Maybe they were based on incomplete information, or even 

a lie. Maybe you see them now as too narrow to be useful in your adult world. Maybe other, later experiences have called 

earlier beliefs into question.  

The main thing to do (there you are, ahead of me again!) is to change your thoughts about the original event and give 

it a different meaning. Now you’ve created a slightly different, belief, one that better matches what you know now, and 

the kind of person you are now. By changing a thought you can change what you believe and free yourself to be a slightly 

different and improved person. 

Think of one of your Beliefs that you discovered to be “too small” for you as an adult (much as a child’s clothes are 

too small for you to wear now). Think how you might change it to better suit you as a grown-up today. 
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Session 9  Pattern Eight 

Bewildering Patterns  

Explore Your Bewildering Patterns 
In this session we look directly at several ways we tend to lead ourselves astray from what we think are our goals. 

Remember that Adlerian Individual Psychology was specifically designed to aid in the psychological treatment of the 

neuroses. Unlike Freud, Adler saw them as resulting not from repressed sexual urges, but from several other things: 

 Early (childhood) feelings of inferiority and a resulting desire to overcome them through superiority in some area 

of life; 

 Mistaken choices, based on mistaken thinking; 

 The establishment of a line of life and an ultimate life goal based on a child’s need to solve a problem that was 

important at the time; and 

 Our need to be a significant member of the human community, to Belong, but while also getting our own way. 

I created LEAP to help clients bring their issues into focus for counseling, and to organize their thinking in terms of 

the ten patterns. People don’t enter counseling feeling just fine! They enter with some problem on their mind, a problem 

they haven’t been able to solve on their own. LEAP helps them bring into focus a lot of things about themselves, so their 

counseling efforts will be more effective. 

In this session it will help is you think of your life as a journey. Like most journeys, it’s not one long road from start 

to finish, but a lot of short hops. Life is one step at a time, not a single leap from here to there. If life were ideal, each 

trip would end in success: we’d set a goal and reach it every time. If life were ideal, our maps would all be accurate and 

up-to-date, and we’d never lose our way. 

But life just isn’t like that. 

In many ways, life is mostly unknown territory, and we have to make our way as best we can. Following out-of-date 

maps handed us by a six year old, we may go astray on life’s journey. So we “bewilder” ourselves, which my dictionary 

says is “to become lost, as in a wilderness.”  

So now you stand there, confused and angry, holding a map drawn in crayon on the back of a place mat by a little kid 

who hadn’t even started school yet. What did that kid know, anyway? 

Well, it turns out “that kid” knew enough to mess you up, sending you on wild-goose chases, down blind allies, and 

after things that don’t really exist. 

Why would we do this to ourselves? The answer isn’t easy, and correcting things is even harder. It comes down to 

saying we want one thing, but pursuing something else. We’re a lot like St. Paul when he wrote, “I do not understand 

my own actions! For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate!” [Romans 7:15] 

Now it’s time to explore three ways you get lost in the wilderness, and correct your maps so you can get back on 

track. Hang on! This may be a bumpy ride, and you may see some things you’d rather not know about yourself. Here 

they are: 

Self-defeating Ways: Ways that are anything from annoying to downright dangerous, by which we sabotage our own 

efforts to live effective lives; 

Private Logic: Ways we excuse our justify our behavior, based on Mistaken Thinking which sets us first and others 

second (or last); 

Mistaken Mission: Ways we seek to achieve our ultimate goal in life, and thereby solve The Problem that life set for 

us when we were but small children. 
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We lead ourselves astray by doing things that go against what we say we want. Self-defeating ways come in many 

shapes and sizes. To explore and overcome them, we need to get past the fact that we don’t seem aware that we do them. 

How can we look at things we hide from ourselves? When I suggest to a client that a behavior is self-defeating, I look 

for a little smile of recognition that seems to say, “So, you’ve seen through my little deception.” Some people know they 

get in their own way, but don’t want to stop because they get something out of it. 

Our self-defeating ways follow the Psychology of Use. We get something out of what we do even as we say we don’t. 

Remember St. Paul? “I do not understand my own actions!” But did he take responsibility for them? Ah no! Like the 

rest of us, he blamed something else: “It is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me.” There’s St. Paul 

himself, excusing his bad behavior by saying, “The devil made me do it!” But it’s not the devil. We choose our choices 

and blame circumstances, other people, or the devil. But it’s always us! 

We treasure our excuses. They serve us well, and we will not give them up! But if we’re going to get back on track, 

we need to become honest with ourselves, turn away from side trips and turn back to our chosen path. Given the secret 

delight we have in our own perversity, that’s really hard. Think of a time you did something against your best interests. 

What did you hope to get out of it? What were you avoiding by doing it? Don’t say “Nothing,” because if your Self-

Defeating ways didn’t work to gain a goal, you wouldn’t need them! 

Clients enter counseling to change something. Usually they want that change to be some one or some thing else. 

Clients want to stay as they are and have the world change to suit them. Even so, clients may recognize that it’s what 

they do that keeps them from their goals. I ask, “What do you get out of not getting what you want?” They look at me 

funny. “What, are you crazy? Of course I get nothing out of it!” And I say, “But you must get something out of it, or you 

wouldn’t keep doing it.” 

Eventually the client sees that they do have a purpose in seeking what seems like an undesired goal. This clears the 

way to look at the behavior, how the goal is important, and what ways to reach it might be more direct, or at least less 

devious. Sometimes, what appears to be a self-defeating action is aimed at achieving a reasonable goal. 

LEARN — In this part we look at some common roads we take that lose us in the wilderness. Each is a false road 

that asks to be chosen. And each comes with its alternative path, the one that will move you toward your chosen goals. 

Think of them as two choices, like the two roads in Robert Frost’s famous poem, “The Road Not Taken.” He said he 

could have taken either, and perhaps gotten someplace he’d like to be. Here, however, we say there is a road that clearly 

is not in our own best interests, but another that is. 

Do you recognize any of them in your own life? If so, purpose do they serve? What do you get out of doing them? 

What goals do they prevent you from achieving? Have you consciously chosen them now, or are they leftovers from 

when you were a child? 

Self Detesting — Sometimes we hate ourselves for something we’ve done, and wish we could take it back. This is 

the basis for regret, which is really a waste of time because we cannot change the past. But in our minds we often 

convert doing something bad into being a bad person. We think of ourselves as detestable, which leads us to expect 

nothing but hateful things from such a despicable person. Such a self-attitude can become an excuse for bad 

behavior. “I do bad because I am bad!”  

“Detesting” is a false road that says, “Choose me, and I’ll make you think so badly of yourself that you’ll never get 

what you want in life.” 

Self Deluding — Here we fool ourselves, seeing what we want to see, and ignoring what we want not to see. We 

deceive ourselves and believe our self-deceptions. With illusion to guide us, we can pretend it’s not our fault, but 

the fault of others, of circumstances, of the Devil. Such mistaken thinking becomes our permission to do things 

that aren’t good for us or others: to be unfaithful, to get drunk, to use drugs, to steal, to lie, to punish others for 

“what they’ve done.” 

“Deluding” is a false road that says, “Choose me, so you will always have excuses for not getting what you want, not 

succeeding, not achieving your goals. Consider instead the road that says, “I am the way of self-honesty, which 

can sometimes be hard; but in the end you will know you have lived a real life, and not an illusion.” 

Self Demoting — As children we felt small in a big world. We often carry such “minus” thinking into our adult 

attitudes. We demote ourselves to a place that says, “Don’t expect much of me.” Instead of living up to high 

expectations, we live down to low expectations. We think small, and think, “Who who would expect anything of 

someone like me? Someone of my ethnic group, my sex, my education, my looks”? We see ourselves as less than 

others. 

LifeCourse Institute of Adlerian Psychology  Page 100 
 “Demoting” is a false road that says, “Take me, and I’ll make you think yourself not good for anything.” Consider 

instead the road that says, “I will help you gain confidence and trust in yourself.’ 

Self Depressing — This is not clinical depression (which is another matter) but a general mood we create when we 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

feel helpless or hopeless about the future. It’s a part of childhood to sometimes feel down about ourselves, disap-

pointed and discouraged at our efforts. Carried into adulthood and magnified, that mood can become “I have 

nothing to look forward to, no plans, no hopes.” The inability to look forward with hope and confidence can “de-

press” us. We become ineffective because we don’t think anything will do any good. 

“Depressing” is a false road that says, “Take me, and I’ll remove your hope in the future.” Consider instead the road 

that says, “What the mind can conceive and the heart can believe a person can achieve.” 

Self Delaying — Sometimes we put things off because we’re afraid if we try doing something, we’ll fail. We lack 

confidence or commitment. We may set our goals too high, or give ourselves excuses not to succeed. So we spin 

our emotional wheels and remain in place, instead of moving forward with courage. 

“Delaying” is a false road that says, “Take me, and I’ll give you a life of useless rituals to substitute for real action.” 

Consider instead the road that says, “Come along, let’s do it now, let’s get the job done!” 

Self Discouraging — Faced with an obstacle, we fear failure, see ourselves as “a loser,” and withdraw from any 

difficult challenge. Not wanting to be a loser forever, we hesitate, pull back, turn away, or freeze with fear. “I 

can’t do this!” becomes a regular way to face life’s routine challenges, and settle for a life of avoidance. 

“Discouraging” is a false road that says, “Take me, and feel down-hearted; you’ll never be able to do much anyway.” 

Consider instead the road that says, “I am the way of courage and hope.” 

Self Doubting — When we’re unsure of ourselves, we second-guess our every decision or action. We wonder if we 

did the right thing, we regret wrong moves, and we become unsure. Actions become tentative. To doubt ourselves 

at every turn is to let uncertainty rule our lives and erode our self-confidence. 

“Doubting” is a false road that says, “Take me, and you’ll never be sure of yourself.” Consider instead the road that 

says, “I will lead you to believe in yourself and your abilities.” 

Self Damaging — We hurt ourselves when we hurt ourselves! We may eat too much, smoke too much, drink too 

much, not exercise enough, etc. It seems like we’re saying that we aren’t good enough to take care of ourselves, 

or we’re so bad we need to punish ourselves, or we’re just so weak that we can’t help ourselves. Self-harm can be 

punishment for real or imagined sins, such as past bad acts or thoughts in childhood that prove we’re not a very 

good person. 

 “Damaging” is a false road that says, “Take me, and I’ll sap the energy you need to attain your goals.” Consider 

instead the road that says, “I offer the health and energy you really want for your life.” 

Self Denying — This doesn’t mean not letting yourself have something you want, but not denying your strengths, 

skills, and talents. Don’t let false humility stop you from an accurate assessment of your abilities. Stop saying “I 

can’t” when you can, or one day you’ll find that you really can’t! 

“Denying” is a false road that says, “Take me, and be powerless.” Consider instead the road that says, “If someone 

else can do it, I can too.” 

Self Disorganization — A major way we defeat ourselves is by personal disorganization. We let things pile up, we 

take on too many projects, we don’t plan ahead, we have too many decisions all at once, we live in a mess. Such 

mental and physical clutter can become a way we never do get around to what we tell ourselves is important to 

us. 

“Disorganization” is a false road that says, “Take me, and I’ll make life so overwhelming that you won’t even know 

where to start!” Consider instead the road that says, “Simplify! Start somewhere, do something, clean some things 

up, and stop making all these excuses!” 

Self Distressing — Nothing comes of worrying about the future, except that we stir ourselves up. Yes, things might 

happen. They do, because things always happen! Worrying takes energy from what we can do, and replaces it 

with the feeling we can’t do anything. Instead of fearing the worst, we need to set positive goals and prepare with 

hope. 

“Distressing” is a false road that says, “Take me and I’ll help you spend your energy on worry. That will make it 

seem like you’re doing something…when you’re not.” Consider instead the road that says, “The future will come; 

plan for it reasonably, with hope.” 

EXPLORE and APPLY — Each pair in the form below asks for an example of a self-defeating way from your 

youth, and a similar example from your life today. Example: In the first one, an example not liking yourself as a teen, 

and one of detesting yourself in your life today. Make connections between the two. What results did you seek then and 

now, how are they similar? How does this move you away from your goals rather than toward them? 
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Self-Detesting  

Self-Deluding  

Self-Demoting  

Self-Depressing  

Self-Delaying  

Self-Discouraging  

Self-Doubt  

Self-Damaging  

Self-Denying  
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Self-Disorganization  

Self-Distressing  

PERSONALIZE — Think again about each self-defeating way and how it takes you away from your main goals or 

directions. Decide which is more important: the main road, or the side-trips. Ask yourself what are more appropriate 

ways to get what you want without also spinning your wheels. Keep in mind that “psychology of use” says that we do 

things for a reason…that is, to get something out of doing those things. So ask yourself what you get out of each of the 

self-defeating ways below, and decide if that’s what you really want, or not! 

Detesting: Doing a bad thing does not make you a bad person. Learn to forgive your human failings. Stop using a 

bad action in the past as an excuse not to do better in the future. 

Deluding: See events and people more as they are and not as we wish they were or weren’t Review “Event Percep-

tion.” 

Demoting: Learn who you are and love it, and don’t put yourself down just because you’re not perfect. Use the 4-S 

Method (Behaving Patterns). Don’t let others put you down. Hang out only with people who are positive and 

encouraging. 

Depressing: Create a clear and positive mental image of something in the future you want. This can increase hope, 

optimism, and self-encouragement. Give your mind something positive to work on! Use the 4-S Method to get rid 

of negative thoughts and images. 

Delaying: Procrastination is a way to do nothing. Ask yourself what you get out of not doing what needs to be done. 

Once you decide to get on with it, break the job into smaller tasks that are more easily doable. 

Discouraging: Discouragement is a failure of heart, giving up instead of going on. “I can’t” has a pay-off that can 

spread to things you know you can do but now don’t have the “heart” to do. Eliminate “I can’t” from your vocab-

ulary, and substitute “I can” and “I will.” 

Doubting: Listen for when you replay former tapes from times of uncertainty. “I couldn’t then, so I can’t now” simply 

is not true! There are lots of things you couldn’t do as a child that you can easily do today. Create positive new 

thoughts and images of yourself as confident and capable. Play them over and over when you begin to doubt 

yourself. 

Damaging: Start to make plans now to reduce or eliminate things that hurt you. Watch your diet, quit smoking or 

excessive drinking, join a support group if you need to. Get more exercise! (Sorry, don’t mean to be a nag, but 

you need it! Take better care of yourself!) 

Denying I: You have more power than you think you have! It is false humility to think you don’t. Take life in both 

hands and shake it until it starts to look like you want it to! Others have done it...you can too! 

Denying II: You know what’s real, so stop telling yourself that things aren’t as they are. If you’ve had a tough time 

with something, don’t pretend you didn’t. If someone got hurt or even died, don’t pretend it didn’t happen. Talk 

with someone to help you face reality. Life is too short to say it doesn’t exist! 

Distracting: Sometimes we say we’re going to do something, and then we do something else! We read the paper, 

watch TV, take a nap. That doesn’t get the job done. It helps us avoid what we need to do. But what could we 

possibly get out of that? Seriously, what do you get out of distracting yourself from the work that needs doing? 

An Alternative to Defeat: Self Discipline 
LEARN — What we want to look at here are some ways to counter our tendencies to be our own worst enemy. I’m 

going to assume that self-discipline, the key to personal responsibility, is a good place to start. To quote M. Scott Peck 

again, 
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disorder. Put simply, these conditions are disorders of responsibility, and as such they are opposite styles of relat-

ing to the world and its problems. The neurotic assumes too much responsibility; the person with the character 

disorder does not assume enough. When neurotics are in conflict with the world they automatically assume that 

they are at fault. When those with character disorders are in conflict with the world they assume that the world is 

at fault. 

Self Dedication — If you detest or demote yourself, you do not have your own best interests in mind. You need to 

be dedicated to yourself, to think highly enough of yourself to advance your own cause. This is not being selfish 

or self-centered. Repeat after me: “I am loving, lovable, and worthwhile!” If an opposite image intrudes, kick it 

out using the 4-S Method. To be self-disciplined, you need an image of yourself as a person dedicated to your 

own goals and interests. 

Self Determination — As a child you were like an arrow being shot into the air by others toward their targets. At 

some point in life we need to recognize that “this is my life; I’ll decide where I’m going!” Think of people who’ve 

influenced others: The Founding Fathers, captains of industry, great social leaders. Jesus. Gandhi. Martin Luther 

Kind. Alfred Adler. Do you think they were following a course set by others? Take charge of the direction and 

destination of your life now. 

Self Delineation — We sometimes blur the line between ourselves and others. We assume their ways should be our 

ways, or that we should think as they do, feel as they feel, etc. We need to make clearer lines between ourselves 

and others. The term introjection (“swallowing whole”) refers to a lack of judgment in accepting the ideas, values, 

or perceptions of others. You are yourself, not someone else. Have your own ideas, values, perceptions, goals, 

opinions, etc. Be clear that they are yours. Be careful of the “birds of a feather” principle. 

Self Decisions — Have you ever felt you are just carrying out decisions that others have made for you? (It’s like the 

“arrow” in self-determination, or the lack of clarity between ourselves and others, above). We need to live our 

lives on our own choices, not what others (mainly our parents) made for us long ago. It’s OK to seek the opinions 

or advice of others, but you must make up your mind. 

Self Direction — So you’ve decided to take over operating your own life. Well, you’ll need some goals that you truly 

want to reach, and know what direction to take to get there. This is scary. It’s easy to live by someone else’s plan; 

we just put one foot in front of the other and every now and then we ask, “How am I doing?” It’s something else 

to be in charge of our own lives! (And remember, there are plenty of people who, not too good at managing their 

own lives, want to manage yours for you!) The question to ask yourself is, “If I don’t do this myself, who am I?”  

EXPLORE — Think of ways you can be more self disciplined to counteract any of your self defeating ways, and 

some ways you can make yourself stick to your decisions!. When you identify a self-defeating thought, feeling, or action, 

ask yourself what purpose it serves (your goal in defeating yourself this way) and what you intend to get as a result of 

this self-defeating way. Remember Adler’s “Psychology of Use” . . . we always do things for a purpose. That’s only half 

the battle. You’ll also need a plan, and a way to ensure that you will follow it to the end! 

APPLY — Think about each item below. Write a few words about your plan, and expand it in your Notebook. Make 

it real, something you can do in real life in the real world, not just a dream or “pie in the sky.” 

How can I  . . .and What can I do to make it happen 
Be more Self Dedicated? 

Be more Self Determined? 
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Be more Self Delineated? 

Be more Self Decisive? 

Be more Self Directed? 

Be more Self-disciplined? 

PERSONALIZE — It’s not easy to deal with our self-defeating ways. We have them for a purpose; we get something 

out of them. We don’t want to give them up (after all, we’ve been using them for a good long time!) And it’s not easy to 

replace self-defeating habits with self-affirming ways. They seem like empty words! At some point, however, you will 

want to decide to stop sabotaging your efforts and do the work needed to stay on path and on target to where you say 

you want to go. 

Private Logic 

Adler’s term has been translated as Private Logic, Private Sense, Private Reasoning, and Private Intelligence. It is a 

form of Mistaken Thinking in which we choose ourselves over others, our personal wishes over the good of the commu-

nity, social uselessness over social usefulness. 

It is often contrasted with Common Sense, that is, the wisdom the human community has in common about ways 

people should behave toward each other. For example, rather than reasoning to do something that benefits others (com-

munity oriented thinking, socially useful behavior), the individual uses internal reasoning to excuse doing something 

that benefits only him or her (self oriented thinking, socially useless behavior). It is mistaken thinking in several ways: 

It is a mistake to set oneself and one’s private needs above the needs and goals of the larger community. 

It is a mistake to assume that one’s individual desires or goals are more important than the community’s health and 

life. 

It’s a mistake (and circular reasoning) to believe that, “I must do this because I can do this.” 

Here are some examples of such private reasoning (and their underlying meanings, which are not apparent to the 

individual): 

I’m special, and therefore my needs come ahead of the needs of others. (I’m afraid I’m not only not special, but 

inferior to others.) 

The rules that apply to others do not apply to me. (I need to break the rules, because living by the rules would mean 

I am weak.) 

I deserve special treatment, consideration, patience, etc., not for something I have done or who I am, but because I 

want it. (I’ve done nothing to earn, therefore I must demand.) 

It’s OK for me to do what I want to get what I want. (My goals are more important than being cooperative or caring 

about others.) 
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We usually use Private Logic when we feel afraid of another person, a situation, or society in general. Fear is basic, 

and we want to avoid it. That’s where Private Logic comes in: 

Fear that others will harm me, physically or emotionally. 

Fear of being found out (so others will know what I’m really like, or so others will see that I am just a fraud). 

Fear of being laughed at, ridiculed, or shamed. 

Fear of not belonging, being alone, being left out, ignored. 

Fear of the dark (where unknown things wait to hurt me). 

Fear of the light (where I can be seen as I’m really like). 

Fear of feelings (showing, hiding, not having the “right” feelings). 

Such fears are always social. Although Private Logic involves the individual over against the community, it is not an 

individual matter but a social one. There would be no need for me to use private Logic if there were no people to be 

afraid of! Private behaviors and their supporting Private Logic are ways to safeguard a self image that is fragile at the 

best of times. There are as many ways to excuse private behavior as there are ways to feel threatened, but underneath it 

all, Private Logic is putting self ahead of others and acting in self interest rather than community interest. 

Adler called Private Logic socially useless for a reason. Self-involved people tend to dwell on themselves. Their self-

oriented reasoning supports behavior that’s not good for the community. (It may not be bad in that it destroys the com-

munity, but it does not build it up, either, which is the purpose of individual behavior within the human community.) 

The difference between a reason and an excuse was brought home to me in high school at a student council meeting: 

Student council met at 12:45. Since I lived a few blocks from school, I went home for lunch. One day I dawdled 

and I came late to the meeting. Miss Vangstad, our advisor, looked at me and said, “What’s your reason for being 

late?” I mumbled something that I thought would let me off the hook. She said, “That’s an excuse, not a reason.” 

I felt ashamed at being scolded, and angry at being caught in a lie, so it took me a while to realize what she’d meant 

by an excuse not being a reason. A reason is reasonable; it operates within the logic of, and for the good of, the commu-

nity. It was reasonable to be on time to student council meetings and not keep others waiting. It was reasonable to tell 

the truth because people need to be able to trust each other. Being late for no good reason, and then lying about it, was 

unreasonable, and therefore socially useless to my fellow students. By my Private logic, my excuse, I had set myself 

apart from them, and had put my personal needs above their needs. 

It’s hard to recognize when we use Private Logic. For one thing, it’s so automatic that we don’t even know when it 

happens. And for another thing, it lets us get away with so much that we’d rather not admit it when we use it, even to 

ourselves! Here’s a short list. Add your own: 

Tardiness — To meetings, work, an appointment. How do you justify this? (Not good enough to show up on time? 

Too good to show up in a timely way? Control of others, situation? To show power?) 

Stealing — Not only robbing a bank, but pilfering, shoplifting, stealing office supplies, or just taking something that’s 

not yours. How do you convince yourself you deserve to do this? 

Eating, smoking, drinking too much — Over-doing something that’s not good for us suggests Private Logic is working 

over-time! 

Lying — Next time you tell a fib, listen for the inner voice that tells you why it’s OK to do it, and that it’s better to 

lie than get caught.  

Abuse — What can justify harming another person, a child, a partner, or a stranger, by words or beating? Many of 

parents and partners do it every day. You can bet they have lots of excuses! 

LEARN —Private Logic involves three words that apply in most cases when we are trying to fool ourselves into 

thinking that our goals and reasons are OK: Excusing, Rationalizing, and Justifying. 

Excusing — This is how we give ourselves reasons to lie, cheat, steal, etc., to promote personal goals over community 

goals, to rend the social fabric so I can have a piece of cloth to blow my nose in. It is saying, “Excuse me from 

caring what others think; my needs come before yours.” The basic formula reads, “It’s OK for me to __________ 

because __________.” Excuses involve the faulty premise, “Because I am special” and lead almost directly to the 

faulty conclusion, “…and therefore it’s OK for me to do what I want, and it doesn’t matter what others think.” 

LifeCourse Institute of Adlerian Psychology  Page 106 
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want to behave. Excuses put what we want at the center. Rationalizing puts reason in the service of our private 

wishes. “This is how I think about this, and because I am thinking these thoughts, they must be right, and therefore 

I am right.” Not to stir up a hornet’s nest, but listen for this the next time you hear a politician speak! Such Private 
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Logic says, “My reasons are my reasons, and I don’t care what you say!” these are the spoiled child’s petulant 

words spoken by the adult. Here the faulty premise, “Because I am right…” leads directly to the faulty “Therefore 

it’s OK for me to do whatever I want and it doesn’t matter what others think.” 

Justifying — If excusing involves being special, and rationalizing involves being reasonable (neither of which is 

true…both are simply selfish), then justifying is the attempt to redress grievances. The person using this kind of 

Private Logic feels unfairly treated, and wants to restore balance. So if you hurt me, it’s OK for me to hurt you 

back, only more so. If you call me a name, I can call you many names. If you treat me mean, I can be meaner. 

Such reasoning usually takes place after the fact. It provides a “judicial” OK to what I have done, basically saying, 

“I couldn’t have done anything else!” The premise is, “Because you were bad to me” and leads directly to, “…and 

so I will be even worse to you, no matter what others may think.” 

In the sections below, think of an earlier example of each form of Private Logic, as well as a present day example. 

Examine each for how it is socially useless, and how you tell yourself, “It’s OK to do this, despite what it does to others, 

because I’m special, I want it, I deserve it”?  

EXPLORE APPLY 
Example of an excuse as a child An example of an excuse as an adult 

Example of rationalizing as a child Example of rationalizing as an adult 

Example of justification as a child Example of justification as an adult 

PERSONALIZE — How do you use the same reasoning that you used as a child? Our patterns remain much the 

same over time, so if you lied or cheated, chances are you still lie or cheat. If you believed the only way to get ahead 

was to put someone else down, chances are you do this now, too. People with a conscience feel a nagging guilt or shame 

that comes with knowing they’ve acted in a socially useless rather than a socially useful way. A mark of maturity as a 

human being is to be able to forego the small personal victories Private Logic may provide, and instead to be honest and 

forthright in our dealings with people, even if, temporarily, we place ourselves in a bad light with them.  
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Mistaken Mission 

In Boy/Girlhood Patterns I introduced the idea that the child encounters a problem that can’t be solved by a child, 

and so the child passes it along to the adult to solve later one. Adler called it the fictional, final goal and LEAP calls it 
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the Mistaken Mission. We pick it up again because it is the third major way you take yourself astray in life. 

Everyone has a mission in life, some place they want to reach where a problem will be resolved, a major decision 

will be validated, or a fundamental goal will have been achieved. Adler referred to it in general as “winning the gold,” 

much like achieving First Prize in the contest of life. 

Such a Mission may be mistaken. For example, it may be stated in a perfectionist terms: “I will know that I have 

completed my mission in life when every possible question has been answered.” But we also believe that there is a non-

mistaken aspect to one’s mission. For example, as an organizing principle, it gives life meaning and direction. It’s not a 

mistake to have a mission, only a mistake to believe that a child can know life’s central problem and its ideal solution 

and believe that you as an adult must arrange your entire life to solve it. 

Here are some common childhood problems you could spend a lifetime trying to solve: 

Death. A pet, parent, sibling, grandparent. 

Pain. From illness, accident, abuse, bullying, having feelings hurt. 

Being Cast Out. Discouragement from failure to Belong. 

A situation which, like Scarlett in Gone With The Wind, leads to the vow: “As God is my witness, I’ll never be (Poor, 

hungry, beaten, picked on, helpless, afraid, vulnerable, etc.) again!”  

Fear. Of harm, mysterious forces, being abandoned, the future. All of these are a failure of courage-in-striving. 

A Limit of ability, strength, or skill, and feelings of helplessness in the face of obstacles. 

Shame. Being told you are at fault and a terrible person and then believing it is true. 

Weakness. Not having the necessary strength to meet life’s tasks. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

It’s not easy to discover our Mistaken Mission. It is so much a part of us that, like breathing, we’d probably only 

recognize it when it isn’t there! So if you find it hard to find yours, please don’t be surprised and don’t be discouraged. 

Instead, try the three ways below to help you bring The Problem and its Solution into focus: 

The Problem 

EXPLORE I —  
Imagine yourself as a child saying: “Because of (the Problem)....” (Write it here) 

Ask: “What do I spend a lot of time and effort on as an adult today? What is my greatest passion in life?” 

LifeCourse Institute of Adlerian Psychology  Page 108 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

“When I grow up I will . . .” 

(Write the solution below. And if you know the solution, you know the problem it solves!) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. . . and then everything will be all right.” 

EXPLORE II — Work backward.  
Ask yourself, “What is my greatest interest, my passion, what I give lup other things to do? 

 

Then ask, “How is this a way to solve my childhood Problem? 

EXPLORE III — Recall a specific childhood event when you felt defeated, hopeless, helpless, or overwhelmed, or 

something really bad happened that you couldn’t control or fix: 
Who was involved? 

How did you feel? 

What did you decide? 
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How was this The Problem you’d pass on to yourself as an adult? 

APPLY — If any of the brings your Problem into focus, ask yourself how you try to solve it today, why it’s still so 

important now, and what will happen when you finally solve it? Can you solve this problem now and satisfy both the 

child within, and the adult you are now? 

PERSONALIZE — Below, write The Problem as you saw it as a child. In the left-hand box write your Mission, and 

in the right-hand box write what you do as an adult to solve it. As some point, you will want to decide whether you want 

to continue trying to solve your childhood problem, and also what you will do with the rest of your life instead. 

 
The Problem I had as a child that I couldn’t solve as a child, and passed on to myself for when I became an adult: 

How the Problem came to be: 

 

 

 

 

Why it was a bigger problem than all others: 

 

 

 

 

What I decided I had to do to solve it: 

 

 

 

 

The mistaken goal I set as a child to solve in adulthood: 

 

 

 

 

How I arrange my life now to solve my childhood Problem: 

 

 

 

 

How what I do to solve my childhood problem gets in the way of my living a complet, adult life today: 

 

 

 

 

Enabling Aspects of the Life Mission 

LEARN — Having a mission, mistaken or not, gives focus, direction, destination, and energy to your life. It gives 

you a reason for being! It provides a guiding principle or logical reason to arrange your life as you do, and a purpose to 

the whole of your life. It enables you to define yourself in terms of what you believe is important. It gives your entire 

life unity. It says, “This is what I seek, and therefore who I am.” 

In childhood our tricycle may have been broken and we couldn’t fix it. So we decided that, when we grew up, we’d 

fix things so they’d never break again. Unable to fulfill this perfectionist goal, we became a mechanic to mend broken 

things. Our Mission, however mistaken in childhood, enabled us as an adult to have a purpose and meaning in our lives. 

So what do you get out of your Mistaken Mission? (Remember: It’s not a mistake to have a Mission, just to fol- 
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to solve the Problem. You can think of several ways it’s had a positive impact on your life, and has enabled you to learn 
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things, try things, and accomplish things that otherwise would never have happened. Note some here: 

 

EXPLORE — What are positive aspects of having this Mission? For you? For others? What have you been able to 

accomplish in your life because you have this Mission? How is your life better because of this Mission? 

APPLY — What would your life be like now without the Problem? Would you miss it? 

PERSONALIZE — You can celebrate the positive, enabling aspects of your Mission. If you have not found as many 

positive things about your Mission as you’d like, you may want to think about a major overhaul for the rest of your life. 

Don’t get discouraged and think you’ve wasted your adulthood on a childhood problem. Everyone had some such prob-

lem that shaped their later lives, and everyone spends at least part of their lives trying to solve that problem. The point 

here is to look for the good things that have happened because of it. 

Disabling Aspects of the Life Mission 

LEARN — A Mistaken Mission can be enabling, but it can also be disabling when it limits our adulthood to the 

thinking or ambitions of a child. Think what your life would be like today is your child had insisted then that we’d only 

accept now a Perfect and Ideal Solution. 

Trying to complete your Mission on childhood’s terms can limit your life today. If those terms are perfection, (“All 

or nothing;” “Complete success or total failure”) you will not only never complete it, but you will experience frustration, 

disappointment, and failure. If those terms involve getting something as a result, (riches, glory, safety, superiority, love, 

admiration, etc.), you may decide that you never have enough and spend your life trying to get more. Think about the 

terms you imposed on yourself as a child, and decide whether you still want to accept them. 

EXPLORE — What are some negative aspects of having this mission? How has The Problem limited you and kept 

you from others things you want to do and become? 

APPLY — How does maintaining this Mission now keep you from doing other things with your life? 

PERSONALIZE — To spend time and energy as an adult trying to solve a problem you had in childhood may seem 

strange. You wonder, “Why would I do that?” The answer is, “Because it’s still there.” The Problem remains unsolved 

and the child within says, “Keep at it!!” 

What can you do now to remove or reduce its limiting effects? You can look for ways to complete the mission by 

doing something that is appropriate now to adult thinking. Pose the solution in terms of reachable goals and doable tasks, 

not perfection. Find positive aspects and concentrate on them. Adler found that “to solve the problem of death” was 

unrealistic, but “to become a doctor” was an appropriate thing for an adult, and a way to chip away at part of the problem. 

The adult Adler did something to partially satisfy (at least) the demands of the child within. 

A New Mission 

LEARN — At some point we begin to realize we can’t solve a child’s problems on the child’s terms. The child knew 

and had experienced too little to bequeath us a reasonable Mission for the rest of our lives! But this doesn’t mean we 

have to give up the dreams or goals that the Mission contains and that are reasonable for a person of any age. Nor that 

we deny or downgrade our experience as a child. The Problem may have been incredible important not only to a child, 

but to anyone. But we still may want to consider adjusting or re-wording our Mission Statement to fit our adult under-

standing of ourselves, life, limits, opportunities, etc.  

When people taking LEAP revise their Mission Statement and choose a new focus and goal for their lives (even as 

they honor the Problem of the child), there seems to be little or no outward change. Except for a few details, and a 

happier, more relaxed, more confident, more positive, and more optimistic view of life. Not such a bad trade. 
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What could be a new Mission for you now? 

APPLY — If your present-day Problem is related to one you had as a child, what can you do to release yourself from 

it? Remember, it is a fictional goal because the Problem is based on a child’s erroneous or limited life-view, or magical 

thinking. You don’t have to be stubborn about this! You need not assume you must solve your childhood Problem 

simply because you’ve spent so much time on it already! There’s no shame in saying, “I couldn’t solve it then, and I 

needn’t solve it now!” 

PERSONALIZE — Since you are now free of having to solve a child’s problem following the child’s directions, 

you are also free to create a revised Mission more in keeping with your life now as an adult. What have you learned 

since you were a kid? What have you discovered about your own wants and limits? What is still valuable from your 

earlier Mission, and how can you build on it for your new Mission? 

Personalize Your Bewildering Patterns 

Now you’ve seen several ways you get in your own way on the road of life. You create ways to get in your own way 

and obstacles to your forward movement. You use socially-useless reasoning as you excuse, rationalize, and justify your 

self-oriented behavior. And you pursue a goal for your entire life that was set for you by a preschooler!  

What can you do now to change some things so what you do now suits who you are now? How can you make it so 

that your Bewildering Patterns are more in your own hands, and less in the hands of your childhood child? Begin by 

some new and different mental sentences to describe what you want out of life now that you know more of what life is 

all about. 

If you’re going to get in your own way, do socially-useless things, or arrange your life to solve some big Problem…at 

least do it on your own terms, without a six-year-old child butting in and telling you, “You have to do it my way!” Indeed, 

if you’re going to disregard everything that LEAP and the Common Sense is all about, here...let me give you a hand! 

Fill in the blanks: 

As an adult, and without the ignorance or inexperience of the child I once was, I will do the following to get in my own way, sabotage 

my own efforts, and lead myself astray using these adult methods: 

As an adult, and without the silly selfishness of my inner child, I will be self-oriented on my own and excuse, rationalize, and justify my 

socially-useless behaviors by the following adult methods! 

As an adult who no longer needs to accept a child’s view of life nor a child’s idea of Life’s Biggest Problem, I will decide what my problem 

is and how to solve it as an adult would. 
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…A Relationship — How do you sabotage your relationships and get in your own way? Do you say you want one 

thing, but act so the result is something else? What do you do in your relationships (love, family, parenting) that have 

negative results? Why do you do that!? How do you get in your own way? Is the pay-off worth it? Remember that Results 

are goals that you did something to achieve. 

 

…Your Work/Career — How is this task connected to your Mistaken Mission from childhood? What childhood 

problem are you trying to solve today by your work? How do you justify staying at a job you don’t like? What career 

would you move into if you didn’t have to stay in this one because it’s a way to solve some @#$%^& childhood problem? 

Look at the list of Self-Defeats again, and find some that seem to interfere with this issue. 

 

…A Decision/Problem — How do you use Private Logic to justify not deciding or not solving? Examine your rea-

soning for how you let yourself do other things than is necessary to get the job done. Not choosing is a choice! Delay is 

a choice to not choose! If you put off making a decision, maybe you’re afraid of the possible outcome. If so, maybe you 

need to redefine the choice or the problem. 

 

Work on Your Practice Task 
Now apply what you have learned about your Bewildering Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. 

How does what you’ve learned about your Bewildering Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns 

get in your way somehow? 

Will you be able to complete your Practice Task by the end? If you feel stuck, ask yourself how you prevent yourself 

from taking a direct path to your goal. How do you excuse side-trips by Private Logic? How does your Childhood 

Problem stop you from solving problems today? 
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It’s hard to recognize our Bewildering Patterns. We have a personal stake in not believing we’d do such things to 

ourselves! We support our Self Defeating ways, Private Logic, and Mistaken Mission by our thoughts and images. Apply 

the 4-S Method to control your self-Talk, and create strong mental counter-images to help you focus on your goals 

instead of side-trips and distractions. 

We create Bewildering Patterns to be useful (following the Psychology of Use). We may use them to support some 

left-over decisions from childhood that we’ve carried as a child and have since carried into adulthood. For example, as 

a child you wanted to become successful, measured by career, income, house, power, or whatever. But to become more 

successful than your parents would embarrass them and shame you. So you stopped short of complete success so you 

could say that you had succeeded, but not too much! So a childhood choice not to go past your parents limited your 

action as an adult. 

Revising Bewildering Patterns is a lifelong effort. It’s easier to excuse ourselves (Private Logic) than to do the hard 

work of being honest with ourselves and seeking goals that are good for us. Our Bewildering Patterns serve us so well 

that we use them without thinking of them.  

“If I could change one thing…” 

LEARN — And finally, think about what your life would be like now if you could change just one thing  in each 

“Bewildering” area: 

Self-defeating ways. When, as a child, did you get in your own way or sabotage yourself? How do you still do that 

today in similar ways? 

Private Logic. When, as a child, did you make excuses instead of owning up to something you’d done? How about 

today? 

Mistaken Mission. When, as a child, did you decide a problem was too hard for you to solve? What did you do? Give 

up? Delay or defer to a later time? Hand it over to your eventual adult as a Mistaken Mission? 

Recall a specific event that stands for all the events like it from which you took a Lesson For Life. 

 

If you could go back and change it, what would it look like now? Make notes here, expand for your Notebook: 
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Session 10  Pattern Nine 

Being Patterns  

Well, blow me down! Popeye said, “I yam what I yam! I’m Popeye the sailor man!” He meant it to keep Olive Oyl 

from trying to change him. But who are we, really? In the Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, Oliver Wendell Holmes said 

we each combine three persons: I known to myself, I known to others, and I “known but to God.”  

By this time, you should have discovered a lot about yourself. However, to be honest, you already knew a lot of it, 

didn’t you? Here we’ll look at some ways you describe who you are to yourself (your Ideal Self), and some mental 

images of other Ideals: Partner, child, job, etc. 

Self Descriptions (Who you are to yourself) 
How do you describe yourself to yourself? You have an inner, mental portrait of yourself hanging on your mind’s 

wall. It’s you at your best. It is composed partly by your memories of yourself, partly of who you want to be, partly of 

who you think you are right now, and partly of who you think others want you to be. So who are you? 

We have an idea of who we are and what we’re like. Can you think of three words that describe you best? Write them 

here: 

     

Our complete self-description becomes our self image, the person we believe ourselves to be in all our aspects. This 

image may be accurate, inaccurate, but most likely a combination. Treating ourselves as an Event, we see partly what 

we want to see, partly what we want to avoid, and partly what’s actually us. Self image is who we believe and wish 

ourselves to be, our strengths and weaknesses, but not warts and all! 

When we began painting our personal self-portrait as children, we depended a lot on others to describe us to ourselves. 

Especially we wanted to know how our parents described and rated us, and compared us (favorably and unfavorably) 

with others. We believed our parents; after all, they knew us better than we knew ourselves. How they saw us became 

how we saw ourselves. We saw ourselves through their eyes. We wanted to belong, to fit in, to be liked. So what our 

siblings and playmates said about us also became part of how we saw ourselves. Much of our mental Self Portrait is still 

a work in progress as we fine-tune the person we want to become. 

Self Expectation 

LEARN — Self expectation is partly what we think others expect of us, and partly what we expect of ourselves. We 

want to please others and please ourselves too. Sometimes there are conflicts. Sometimes others want us to be someone 

we’re not. Sometimes they expect more of us than we do of ourselves. It’s a constant balancing act between us and them. 

When we don’t live up to our own expectations, we feel disappointment, embarrassed, ashamed. It may be easier to 

lower our self-expectations to something less challenging. But doing that leads us to feel we’ve let ourselves down by 

not expecting enough. For some people, not living up to high expectations of themselves is a goal. That is, they want to 

be able to say, “See, I can’t…I couldn’t…I mustn’t!” What we expect and don’t expect of ourselves begins in childhood 

and continues all our lives. An expectation is a mental image of ourselves behaving in a preferred way. Such images 

influence what we do, goals we seek, what we do to get them, and whether we do get them. 

EXPLORE — What was expected of you as a child? Who expected it? What were possible rewards or punishments? 

What did you expect of yourself as a child? How well did you fulfill those expectations?  

APPLY — What do others expect of you today? What do you expect of yourself now? How do you see today 

connected with childhood? 

PERSONALIZE — How do expectations from childhood control what you expect of yourself today? The may be 

too high or too low, or they may be completely unrealistic. Think of an area in which you don’t expect much of yourself. 

Then create a mental image with higher expectations, and of yourself fulfilling them. Expect more of yourself and then 

surprise yourself by living up to them! 
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LEARN — Self confidence involves how much we can count on ourselves. In some areas we are strong, in others 

we are weak. “I can always be trusted to put my foot in my mouth!” or “I can be counted on to help others” or “People 

know I always tell the truth” are examples of such trust in ourselves. We may wonder if we come across as self-confident 

to others, especially when we feel unsure of ourselves. We like to think that other people can count on us and that we’ll 

come through for them. This helps us to believe in ourselves and that we’ll come through for ourselves. But when we 

doubt ourselves, we may think others doubt us too. We all have at least one memory of letting ourselves down, and 

failing ourselves or someone else. We may have learned to doubt ourselves in that area, or we may have worked to 

improve ourselves.  

EXPLORE — Did you believe in yourself as a child? Why, or why not? Remember a time you let yourself or 

someone else down? How did you feel about that? Did you think others trust you in most things?  

APPLY — Do you believe in yourself today? Why, or why not? Think of a time you came through when someone 

trusted in you. Do you think others trust you in most things?  

PERSONALIZE — Assess strong and weak areas of self-confidence in 2 columns. Ask yourself what you can do 

to improve the weak areas. Make notes below, expand to your Notebook: 

Areas in which I feel strong: Areas in which I feel weak: 

  

  

  

  

Self Doubt 

LEARN — Call this the reverse of self confidence: not believing in yourself, not trusting yourself, not being able to 

rely on yourself. You second-guess yourself, question whether you said or did the right thing, and regret the past even 

as you worry about the future. When you begin to doubt yourself enough, it affects confidence in other things as well. 

“If I’m not good at this, I must be not good at that, and that, and everything else.” Like so much else, doubt is based on 

mental images of yourself as a person who lets yourself down, can’t be trusted, will always say or do the wrong things, 

etc. This is helped along by memories of yourself in the past when you were like that. Self-doubt can lead us to doing 

only what’s safe or what’s worked before, withdrawing from challenges, and not trying new things. We lose courage. 

EXPLORE — What were your self-doubts as a child? What did you do about it then? 

APPLY — What do you doubt about yourself now? What do you do about it now? How could you become more 

confident about it? 

PERSONALIZE — Two things may help here: The 4-S Method, in which you control thoughts that feed your doubts 

and replace them with thoughts of confidence. The other is to create mental images of yourself as confident with skills, 

courage, determination, etc. 
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Self Ability 
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disabled can be reasons to grow, or excuses to stay stuck and not try things. The problem may not be whether we can, 

but the meaning we give to what we can do or are afraid of doing. Assessments of being less able may have roots in 

childhood ratings by ourselves and others, such as parents and teachers, who found us lacking in some way. When we 

rate ourselves as competent in some areas, this can spill over to greater competence in other areas. Likewise, ratings of 

incompetence in some things can lead us to believe we are not competent in other things, and therefore shouldn’t bother 

to try. How we rate our ability influences our self-expectations and self-confidence and get in the way of our relation-

ships, family life, and work. 

EXPLORE — As a child, what did you feel comfortable or skillful about being able to do? Uncomfortable or not 

skillful? How were you “rated” by your parents? In school? 

APPLY — What are your best skills today? What do you feel least comfortable about? What have you done/not done 

to live up to how others rated you? Who rates you now? How do you feel when they do? Compare such feelings with 

how you felt when others rated you as a kid. 

PERSONALIZE — Again, the 4-S Method. Replace images of disability with images of competence. Remind your-

self of the things you’ve done right in your life! We give ourselves a problem we don’t need when we take specific lacks 

and generalize them to other areas (creating self doubts) or when we begin to describe ourselves in global terms, such 

as: “I am incompetent in this one area, so therefore I must be an incompetent person, so I shouldn’t even try!” If unable 

in some area becomes global disability, it’s time to talk to a professional. 

Self Worth 

LEARN — What are you worth to yourself? How much you value yourself determines how much you stick up for 

yourself (vs. second-guessing or doubting yourself), your value to others, and how far you will go in life. Self-esteem is 

not something you have (like a kidney) but something you grow, like a mental attitude. Many people do not make the 

effort to feel truly worthwhile about themselves, but find substitutes in the external world: fame, money, degrees, mar-

rying an attractive partner, having successful children, etc. This is borrowed value, and is not the same as self-worth. 

Some children are raised with a curse (“You’ll never amount to anything!” or “What a worthless kid you are!”). That 

such parents have their own problems means little to the child who believes the parent, and sets out to prove it’s true. 

Many of us have to get over the thoughtless words of parents to see ourselves as people of value. 

EXPLORE — How, as a child were you told you were valuable and worthwhile? How as worthless or “nothing”? 

Another way to look at how you describe yourself is to get a big piece of paper and draw a circle in the middle to 

represent “Self Image.” Write a few words within it to describe how you see yourself. Then draw other circles around 

the central one, to represent the eight topics above. Write your self-descriptions within each circle. Where did this part 

of your image come from? 

APPLY — How have you constructed adulthood to live up to, or live down, childhood value ratings? What makes 

you feel worthwhile today? Look at how they contribute to the total person, and also at how different facets may con-

tribute to, or reinforce, others. You may want to think about what you can change in one or more of the outer circles to 

make for a “better” central circle. 

PERSONALIZE — When your self-statements imply “I’m not worth it” try the 4-S Method to create sentences 

you’d rather believe, and images of yourself as someone valuable for yourself and who you are. Finally, you may want 

to revise what you’ve written in the central circle, based on what you learn. 

Ideals (The way you want things to be) 

Also from childhood come our idealized images of the way we’d like some things to be: our Self, our Partner, our 

Career, our Children, and so on. They serve as ways to measure the real world in relation to some standards of perfection. 

Think of such images as collected in a photo album called “The Best Things in a Perfect World.” 

Ideals include and exclude. They include Perfection, they exclude imperfection. Thus my Ideal Self is who I am at 

my best, as well as all the not-good things that I could be but am not, as an Ideal self. Think of an Ideal as a circle: inside 

is the perfect, outside is the imperfect. We measure what goes on outside (reality) by what we think of as Perfect. So we 

ask, for example, “How does this person measure up to my Ideal of such a person?” Our expectations of people are based 

on our mental Ideal of what such persons should be like in an ideal world. So our expecta- 
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tions are not realistic, we are disappointed, and since we find them to be lacking (which we must!) we try to change them 

to fit our Ideal. 

Ideals express basic Goals and what life would be like if we reached them. An ideal is the best something can be. 

Ideals probably begin when our parents described us as “good” or “bad” or “a nuisance” or “a darling child.” We learned 
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their definitions of us and tried to live up to them. If their standards were too high, we could only meet them in our 

minds. Thus began your Ideal Self, and your other ideals for life. 

You developed images of people and situations in idealized terms. If a real-life friend let you down, an Ideal Friend 

would be trustworthy and loyal. If in real life you were shy or tongue-tied, in your Ideal World you’d be a smooth 

operator with an orator’s tongue! Feelings of shame or guilt might have fueled efforts to “be the best you could be” or, 

if the bar was too high, to be “the best at being worst.” 

Eventually we realize that Ideal and Reality are different. We settle for less than the Ideal, even as we may maintain 

a hope that “someday” it will happen. It’s a way not to let go of our dreams, even as we adjust ourselves to reality. For 

some people, the Ideal is so powerful that real life is a continuing temporary condition, and “real life” becomes a time 

of waiting for the Ideal to come along. Such can be the case with “the place-holder partner” or “the place-holding job” 

for example. 

Counseling often involves people who confuse reality with their ideals. A marital partner complains, “My partner 

doesn’t understand me.” A worker says, “I’m unhappy with my career.” A parent says, “My child behaves badly.” In 

each case, the problem may not have to do with the reality (the partner, the job, the child) as with the difference between 

reality and Perfection. The partner is saying, “Somewhere there’s an Ideal Partner who does understand me.” The worker 

is saying, “Somewhere there is the Ideal Job I’d be happy doing!” And the parent is saying, “My child needs to become 

the Ideal Child I always wanted.” 

This can lead to real-world actions. An unhappy partner may seek a more Ideal Partner in someone else. An unhappy 

worker may perform poorly or steal from the company. An angry parent might think he or she can beat or shout or beg 

the child into perfection. 

Ideals are not separate but intertwined, each affecting the others. Thus the Ideal Career may grow from, or influence, 

Ideal Self. Ideal Parent and Ideal Child are clearly intimately related. In the explorations below, keep such interactions 

in mind. Also, be aware of places in your own life where disappointments in reality may arise from Ideals, and not from 

real people or situations. It’s fine to have Ideals; we all do. But it doesn’t seem fair to punish real people for not living 

up to them! 

Ideal Self (Your “Ego Ideal”) 

LEARN — “If I could only be my real self, my problems would be solved and I would reach my life’s goal.” The 

idea of a “real” self is a fiction. We are who we are. But part of who we are, is our mental image of our Ideal Self, who 

we could be if only _______. (If only we’d had different parents, if only we could catch a break, if only we didn’t make 

mistakes, if only people didn’t like me…etc.) It is the standard by which we measure real life. Adler saw the Ideal Self 

as the unifying principle of personality which strives toward the Fictional Final Goal. The Ideal Self would move confi-

dently and courageously toward, and achieve, the ultimate goal in life. Yet because the Ideal is so at odds with reality, 

it is a hidden thing. There is little in life that is so secret as the setting-up of the Personality Ideal. We can know the 

contents of this image mainly as it is reflected in our life goal, in how we arrange our lives to achieve that goal, and our 

successes and disappointments. 

EXPLORE — As a child, what did you imagine you would be at your best? How would it be satisfying to you? 

APPLY — As an adult, what do you imagine yourself to be at your best? What’s most satisfying about life today? 

The most dissatisfying? 

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Self. What must it include? What must it not include? How would your life 

be different now if you could be your Ideal Self? 

Ideal Partner 

LEARN —A ballad says, “The girl that I marry will have to be . . .” Boys and girls grow up with a mental image of 

a perfect partner. It may include features of Mom or Dad, a girl or boy from school, playmates, perhaps a movie or TV 

star. The result is “The Perfect Man (or Woman),” “The Love of my life,” “My soul-mate,” etc. The time-line is “some 

day” (as in “someday my prince will come”). And the present time may include the present partner as a “place-holder” 

until someone better (that is, closer to the Ideal Partner) comes along. Such relationships seem doomed and unfair to the 

partner who, after all, must exist in the world of reality rather than fantasy. The im- 
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possible may include what the Ideal Partner can do to complete or balance me. Thus, if I am weak, my partner will be 

strong; if I am uncertain, my partner will be definite; if I rely on reason, my partner will rely on feelings or intuition; if 

I am cool, my partner will be affectionate; if I am sloppy, my partner will be neat; and so on.  

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture your future partner in life? What would be most satisfying about 
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having such a partner? 

APPLY — How is your Partner portrait the same or different than it was then? What is most or least satisfying about 

your partner now?  

PERSONALIZE — What would your Ideal Partner have to be like? Not like? How would your life be different now 

if you could have your Ideal Partner? In your Notebook, write a paragraph describing your Ideal Partner. 

Ideal Job or Career 

LEARN — As children we may have some idea that Dad and Mom do something called their “work.” We may know 

little more than that. As the years go by, we learn to enjoy doing certain things, we have experiences (a visit to the fire 

house), people ask us what we want to “be” when we grow up, and we learn that people work as we read various books 

about people at their jobs. 

So by the time we leave high school, most of us have some idea of what we want to do for a living, what job or career 

or profession we want to follow. Others are uncertain. Boys more than girls, at least in Western society, are urged to be 

specific about their future work. College or the military may provide a few more years to decide. 

Eventually we decide based on income needs, getting married and having to support a family, what would be a wise 

use of our talents, a “calling” to be a lawyer, doctor, nurse, clergy, or the need to satisfy our parents and/or get out of the 

family home! Part of what’s behind this is a mental image of the Ideal work that will help to achieve one’s goal in life. 

As with the Ideal Partner, one’s present work may be a “place-holder” until the Ideal job comes along. Adler said that 

one’s work is one of the three main tasks of adult life, and that success at it is a sign of maturity. Part of the success of 

one’s work is that it supports the individual’s Life Style, Guiding Goal, and Guiding Line aimed at solving the Life 

Problem. 

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture your future job or career in life? What would be most satisfying about 

it? 

APPLY — How is your portrait of a career the same, or different, than then? What is most satisfying or dissatisfying 

about your job now?  

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Job or Career. What would it have to be like? How would your life be 

different if you could have your Ideal Career? In your Notebook, write a paragraph describing your Ideal work or job, 

and what you’d have to do to make it happen. 

Ideal Child 

LEARN — In childhood, and certainly in adolescence, boys and girls begin to think of having children. Of course 

such children will be perfect, happy, a joy to their parents, kind to each other, intelligent, and destined for greatness. 

Then reality sets in with night feedings, dirty diapers, sibling squabbles, and all the rest that goes along with real life 

children. 

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture your future children? How would they satisfy you? What would you 

do when they did? How might they disappoint you? What would you do when they did? 

APPLY — How is your ideal mental portrait of your children now the same, or different, than it was then? What is 

most satisfying about your children now? What is most disappointing about them now? In your mind, do you compare 

your children to your mental Ideal Child? How do your children come off in the comparison? If not so well, what do you 

do about it? What could you do to lighten up on them a little? 

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Child. What would he or she be like? What not like? How would your life 

be different if you could have your Ideal Child? What can you do so that your present children don’t have to feel they 

must live up to your ideal image, or be failures? In your Notebook, write a description of your Ideal Child. 

Ideal Parent (You, of your children) 

LEARN — The ideal child will be raised by ideal parents: You. will always be fair, never yell or spank, give every 

attention, always be there when needed, and shield them from everything bad or harmful. Strange, isn’t it, that you must 

have training to drive a car but you need nothing more than a few moments to become a parent.  

Your image of yourself as a Parent comes in part from your own parents (Beginning Patterns), what they did that you 

wanted to repeat or avoid, and what they didn’t do that you wanted to add to your parenting repertoire. 
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You have an ideal of how you want your Ideal Child to turn out, so you know you need to be an Ideal Parent to make 

it happen.  

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture yourself being a parent? What would be most satisfying about it? 

Would you be like your own parents, or would you be the opposite, or would you be something else? As a child, did you 
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see yourself being a parent, or perhaps had you made a decision not to be one? 

APPLY — How is your portrait of yourself as a parent the same, or different, than it was when you were a child? Do 

you have children now? Is this, or will it be, part of your plan? What is most satisfying for you as a parent? What is most 

dissatisfying for you? How is being a parent like or not like how your parents were to you? 

PERSONALIZE — Describe yourself as Ideal Parent. What would you have to be like? What not like? How would 

your life be different now if you could be an Ideal Parent? In your Notebook, write a paragraph describing yourself as 

an Ideal parent. 

Ideal Parent (Your Parents as Ideal) 

LEARN — The idea of ourselves as an Ideal Parent comes from our experiences with our own parents when we were 

children. We can begin with the concept of Belonging, and the six goals of our behavior as children: Affection, Attention, 

Approval, Control, Fairness, and Help. Our Ideal Parent would grant them all, in abundance, and we would feel signifi-

cant, important, and that we Belonged. 

Our actual memories may be happy or unhappy, most likely a combination of each. We experienced our parents and 

developed a mental image of what they would be like if they were perfect. This could be anything from not hitting us so 

much to giving us everything we wanted, and anything in between. 

Our Ideal Parents probably bear little resemblance to our real-life parents. Some images are based on hurts and slights 

that were felt as a child and continued into later years. We may recall a time that we wished a parent dead; such childhood 

wishes can come back to haunt us when a parent actually dies, and a childhood part of us thinks that we were somehow 

responsible. (What is called “magical thinking.”) 

As adults, we may want our parents now to continue to be as they were then. We can be angry, disappointed, hurt, 

sad, or resentful when they are not, and when they show us they’ve changed and grown also! We expect a lot of our 

parents, and often that is that they do not change! 

Later in life (when one or both parents die) we think of our Ideal Parent as the one who would approve of what we 

have done with our lives. We wish we could let them know how we have done, that we have been successful or done 

something of which they would approve or be proud.  

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture yourself as a parent? What would be satisfying about it? What would 

be dissatisfying about it? Create a list of each, in two columns. Compare them. 

APPLY — How is your portrait of yourself as a parent the same, or different, than it was then? What is most satis-

fying as a parent now? What is most dissatisfying as a parent? 

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Parents of you. What would/should your parents have been like if they were 

better? Happier? Wealthier? Perfect? What would/should they have not been like? How do you think your Ideal image 

of your own parents has influenced you as a parent? How would your life be different now if your parents had been your 

Ideal Parents? In your Notebook, write a paragraph describing how your parents were, or could have been, ideal. 

Ideal Family 

LEARN — From our family background, family atmosphere, family constellation, parental role examples and sibling 

positions and relationships, we developed a mental image of what “the family” is…and what our Ideal Family would be 

if we could create it new, “out of whole cloth” as they say. Such creations are not possible, of course (because we all 

live in a real world of limits and influences on our thoughts and behaviors). Even so, we maintain our mental fictions. 

As children we saw what we saw despite our limited information and perspective, and we made something of it: a 

mental picture of Our Family. Since no one’s family is perfect (we all experienced problems, spankings, bad feelings, 

etc.), we created a perfect one in our own minds. 

As adults, we compare our present family with our Idealized Family. We try to turn our new family into the perfect 

one. Eventually we realize that we are not our own parents, our children are not who we wished we had been when we 

were their age, and our partner is not the perfect image of our Mom or Dad. We may need to forgive our former family 

for being normal, and ourselves for thinking we could have perfection. 
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EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture your family, both as it was in reality, and how you wished it were in 

a perfect world? What was best about your real family? What was worst? What would be most satisfying about your 

family then being your ideal one? Most dissatisfying?  

APPLY — Today (as with so many other mental ideals) you compare your present family with your ideal image of 

a family. And reality comes up short! Your partner is not perfect; your children are not perfect; your family atmosphere 

is not what you wish it were…and so on. What’s wrong with this picture? Maybe you are holding your family up to an 
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impossible standard. Maybe you need to decide that your family now is the family you have, and you can jump in and 

take part in it as a happy, hopeful person! 

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Family; write it in your notebook. What is it like? How does it reflect what 

your childhood family was like, or not like? How do you think your image of your family then, and your Ideal Mental 

Family now, has influenced you in your family today? How has that been a limit for you? What can you do about it? In 

your Notebook, write a paragraph describing your Ideal family. 

Ideal World 

LEARN — Our desire for a perfect world may come from our experiences with imperfections in the real world when 

we were children. In an ideal world there’d be no war, no pollution, no sickness, no hunger, and no death. Everyone 

would live in peace and be kind to one another. It would be heaven. Indeed, the two ideals grow from a single root, the 

wish for a kinder, gentler place than we experienced in our worst moments in childhood and growing up, and the belief 

that somewhere, sometime, there is a place where our ideals come true. 

EXPLORE — As a child, how did you picture the world you would live in as an adult? How would it be like your 

world as a child? How would it be different? What would be best about living in such a world? Worst? Who did you 

imagine living in your world, and not being there? (Chances are, as a child, it never occurred to you that your siblings 

would scatter, your parents would grow older and perhaps die, you would grow up and meet someone and form a new 

household, etc.) 

APPLY — How is your portrait of the world the same, or different, than it was then? What’s best about living in 

your world now? How do you deal with your disappointments that the world you grew up into (today’s world) is not 

what you hoped it would be? 

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal World. What would it include? Exclude? How would your life be different 

now if you could live in your Ideal World? Would that difference be better or worse for you? In your Notebook, write a 

paragraph describing your Ideal world. 

Ideal Friends 

LEARN — From childhood playmates (see Boy/Girlhood Patterns) we learned about friendship, loyalty, taking care 

of others, being a leader and a follower, and much more. When we entered school (kindergarten/first grade) we met a 

new group of similar-aged kids who were not siblings or neighbors or cousins. With them we formed additional friend-

ships (and perhaps a few enemies along the way!). 

Such childhood friendships are, of course, the foundation for those we have today as adults. The kinds of people we 

are attracted to, what we do when we are with them, how we get along with them, how long we keep them, and how 

long we maintain friendships, stem from childhood. From all those experiences we created mental images about what 

the Ideal Friend would be like. If we experienced abandonment (a childhood friend moved away, for example) our Ideal 

Friend might never go away. If we experienced peers who took advantage of us, lied about us, blamed us to adults for 

things they did, our Ideal Friend might be loyal, trustworthy, always on our side. If we were teased us or picked on or 

bullied, our Ideal Friend would not only be kind to us, but one who would help us against such people.  

EXPLORE — What kinds of friends did you have as a child? Describe them in a left-hand column in your notebook, 

and describe your Ideal Friend in a right-hand column. Compare and contrast differences and similarities. Can you think 

of specific friends you had as a child or in school who contributed to your Ideal? What were those contributions? How 

about other kids who contributed negatively to your Ideal by having qualities you did not want in a friend? Try to be 

specific. Try to picture them in your mind doing the things that made them ideal examples (or negative examples) for 

you. 

How did you imagine you would be as a friend to others, when you were a child? What is the Ideal Friend to others 

that you would like to be? What is that based on? Friends you had? Heroes? Characters in movies or stories or TV? A 

parent or sibling or other relative? 
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APPLY — How are your friends today like or unlike friends you had as a young child or in grade school? How do 

you choose friends today based on childhood And how are you an ideal friend to others? Describe yourself as an Ideal 

Friend to others, and compare this with friendships? Do you just fall into friendships willy-nilly, or do you seek out a 

kind of person, someone like your “best friend” in pre-school or grade school. How well does that work? What is most 

satisfying about friendships today? Most disappointing? How do you keep up your friendships today? How long do 

friendships last? Do you still have friendships from childhood or grade school days in your life today? 

How is the Ideal Friend you could be today anything like the friend you were to others as a child? Were you a good 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

friend to others then? When were you not? Can you think of at least one time when you let a friend down? What was 

that like? How did you feel? What did you do? How has that event resonated in your life as you’ve grown older? Would 

others, today, say you are a good friend?  

PERSONALIZE — Describe your Ideal Friend.  

 

How would your life be different now if the people you know were more like your Ideal Friend? 

 

What is your description of yourself as a friend to others? What kind of friend are you; how good are you? 

 

Ideal Male/Female 

LEARN — We grow up in a world of boys and girls. Back then we didn’t make much connection between our 

siblings or playmates as males and females, or our parents as males and females. We were boys and girls…they were 

men and women. Boys played with boys, girls played with girls, but that was The Natural Order of Things. 

At some point, things changed. We started to see the “opposite sex” through different eyes and in different ways. We 

were no longer so sure they were opposite! Suddenly (or gradually, depending) things started to make sense: books we 

read, movies and TV shows we saw, things older kids said, even some of the things our parents did when they thought 

we weren’t looking, liking stealing a kiss or a hug…eeeewwwww! 

We began to create mental pictures of the member of the opposite sex that most attracted us, or that we’d like to hang 

around with, or that might even be a partner of some kind! After all, it was dawning on us that, like our parents, we may 

need to be married some day, and we’d better start thinking about an Ideal Partner! Such images are not easily created 

nor are they easily dismissed as we grow older, so it’s no surprise that we carry them into later years where they form 

the basis for dating, partnership, and the Ideal Mate. 

EXPLORE — What was the basis for your ideal image of a male or female in your childhood? Was it a playmate? 

A sibling? Someone in fiction or the movies? How did you convert real-life people into ideals? What was the result, for 

you, and how did you apply this image to your friendships with the other sex as you grew older?  

APPLY — What is your favorite thing about men today? About women? What do you like most about each? Least 

about each? How are your likes and dislikes related to experiences with boys and girls when you were a kid at home, in 

grade school or high school? Given that you translated likes and dislikes about boys/girls into an ideal image of some 

kind, how did you apply that image when you began dating, when you got serious about someone, when you decided 

that “this was the one?” (In terms of ideals, how did this “one” conform to your Ideal Image and what was missing?)  
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PERSONALIZE — As noted about the Ideal Partner, it’s unfair to apply our Ideals to real people (partner, children, 

friends, whomever). Holding others up to impossible standards of perfection makes it hard for them to get along with 

you in the real world, because they can never satisfy you. It’s not nice, so cut it out! And so it may be a good thing for 

you to look at all the Ideals just summarized, and think about how you to change some. Not so much your Ideals; they 

were hard won and are hard to change now. No, it’s the application of your Idealistic thinking that can use some revision, 

so the people in your life don’t have to feel as if they are always on the spot with you, and need your approval based on 

perfect standards. In your LogBook, describe your Ideal male and ideal female. 

Other Ideals 
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Because we envision goals, we see them in some state of perfection. Thus the golfer thinks of “the perfect putt” or 

the newly-married couple of “the perfect honeymoon.” Happiness is made of such dreams and hopes. So is disappoint-

ment, especially when we insist on comparing reality to our Ideals and having reality come up short! The following are 

a few additional “ideals” to consider. Detail in your Notebook your Ideal . . . 
. . .family Holiday or vacation: 

. . . movie or TV program: 

. . . meal out 

. . . date or night out: 

. . . book, story, novel: 

. . . (now you): 

A result of having ideals is that, together, they make up our Ideal Life. Such a life has the right partner, the right 

child, the right job (with the right boss and co-workers), the right town…everything would be just right! Knowing we 

can’t have perfection doesn’t keep us from wanting or trying. Ideals feed our goals and sustain our efforts to achieve 

them. They give us a way to measure what we have attained and how far we’ve come. Without such images, however 

ideal or unreal they may be, we would not be able to picture the future that we want. The negative side comes in when 

we built things around an ideal, so we are always seeking perfection. We can be hard to live with if we only accept 

perfection, in ourselves and others. 

Personalize Your Being Patterns 

Now you’ve seen how your Ideal images of your Self and of Others can be useful in helping you seek and attain 

goals…but also limiting when you are perpetually dissatisfied with reality because it doesn’t live up to your ideal mental 

imagines. Look at some way to make these Patterns personal by revising your Ideal images to conform a little more to 

reality, and by deciding not to be so judgmental of real people in comparison with your ideals. 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 

…A Relationship — You will want to explore how your self-descriptions enable or limit your relationships. Do you 

hold yourself back because you don’t think you deserve the happiness of a good relationship? (How is this connected to 

your mental image of yourself?) Do you sabotage your relationships by comparing the real person unfavorably with your 

mental Ideal Image of that kind of person? Do you fail to commit in this relationship because you are waiting for “some-

one better” to come along, and see this person as a place-holder? 
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…Your Work/Career — How do self-descriptions of your skills-level, your state of mind, your ability to get along 

with others interfere with getting or doing a good job at work? How do self-doubts lead you to get in the way of your 

own advancement? Does your image of an Ideal Job get in the way of the job you have, so you are always unhappy or 

even angry? Can you increase your self-confidence or self-ability? Can you be satisfied with less than the Perfect Job? 

(Listen to your self-talk and use the E-B-R and 4-S methods in Behaving Patterns.) 
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…A Problem/Decision — “Minus” self-descriptions may move you toward the timid side, so you will seek the easiest 

resolution of this issue. It’s hard to solve a problem or make a decision with confidence and authority if you don’t think 

you’re worth the effort or the outcome. Also, just because you think there ought to be an “Ideal Solution,” that doesn’t 

mean it must be the only solution! 

How do you defeat yourself by negative things you say about yourself? Do you think you don’t deserve to solve this 

problem? Maybe your need for a perfect solution keeps you from recognizing a practical one that works! 

 

Work on Your Practice Task 

Now apply what you have learned about your Being Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. How 

does what you’ve learned about your Being Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns get in your 

way somehow? 

Revise Your Being Patterns 

How you describe yourself to yourself has a lot to do with how you approach life: courageously or cautiously, for 

example. Self-descriptions are your inner portrait of the person you think you are. That portrait, idealized as it may be, 

is the basis for your goals, actions, and confidence in pursuing them. Some people set easy goals and settle for less; 

others set larger challenges to result in effectiveness, mastery, and a generally courageous approach to life. Try promoting 

the positive side of your self-description. If self-confidence is an issue for you, envision what a confident person’s self-

descriptions might be, and then mentally rehearse being such a person. Or create a set of 3 x 5 cards to carry with you, 

each containing a positive self-description following those covered above.  

 “If I could change one thing…” 

Finally, what would your life be like today if you had created a different image of yourself as a child? What would 

have had to have been different then for you to come up with a different self-description? Did someone say or do some-

thing to you that led you create a negative mental image? And what about a positive image as a child? What might have 

been different enough so you created a negative image of yourself in some way? If you could go back, what one thing 

would you change to give yourself a better image of yourself? 

As a child, you couldn’t help but create mental images of the way you thought things should be. You needed some-

thing in your young life to use in compare and measure reality and the people and events in it. This included what we’ve 

talked about here: Your Ideal images of yourself, others, and your world. Those images started with specific events that 

you can locate in your memory, one or more for each Ideal Image. Write a few words below and expand in your Note-

book: 
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Session 11  Pattern Ten 

Becoming Patterns  
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Explore Your Becoming Patterns 
In this session we will look at methods you developed early in life to manage the rest of your life. Throughout your 

life, you have done things to grow beyond who you were to become who you are now. Each day you manage the details 

of your life to create a slightly different version of yourself in a constant process of Becoming. 

You do this by setting goals, making decisions, solving problems, and managing the occasional crisis. Like so much 

else, how you do this today is based on methods you developed earlier. These Becoming Patterns were established in 

early childhood, modified as you’ve grown older. 

For example, how you set goals, the kinds of goals you set, what you do to achieve them, how you define success 

and how effective you are in your efforts were all established before you started first grade. Back then, you learned how 

to create mental images of the way you wanted things to be and how to make them happen. But as a child, your mental 

images weren’t as sophisticated as they are today, nor were you in a good position to know what was needed to manage 

your life, much less the life you would eventually have as an adult. In a sense, your childhood images were simple 

cartoons. Today, as an adult, you need images with richer color and greater detail. 

Goal Setting 

A Goal is something we seek to achieve in the future:  an aim, an end result, a product. Life, from beginning to end, 

is a series of goals set to solve some problem, to arrive some place we want to be, to a place where a problem is solved. 

Please don’t assume that when we speak of goals we speak only of the “big” ones. It’s not as if we have only major 

goals to pursue. Rather, every day we have thousands of goals. Most are very practical, such as getting out of bed, what 

to wear, what to eat, going to the bathroom, moving from one room to another, and so forth. 

Some are related to your Guiding Goal. They involve what you ultimately want in life, especially in such major areas 

as marriage, career, and similar “big” issues. But for the most part, each goal is the result of a moment’s thought, as you 

decide what to do next and how to do it. 

Think of your life these days. What it’s like is the result of goals you set to make it so. This includes that you decided 

to open this book and read this page. Remember, you had to begin from somewhere. We all start in childhood. The 

present place is the destination we chose before. 

You may wish you weren’t where you are now, and wish you were someplace else in your career or marriage or life, 

or doing something else right now. The point is that you made a decision that where you are now was an important place 

to get to. We said before that “A decision is the most powerful force in the world.” That’s certainly true for each indi-

vidual life and action. Deciding on a goal to pursue is powerful. It sets you in a direction and on a road that leads to 

someplace you think you want to be. So be careful when you set a goal; it’s where you’ll wind up in the future. Make 

sure it’s the future you want. 

Goal setting combines envisioning a future result (a mental image that the result has already happened) with the will 

to achieve it and the energy needed to make something happen. Without a detailed mental vision we’re not sure where 

we’re going. Where we wind up may not be what we wanted. Without will, we lack the purpose we need to begin and 

persevere. And without energy we don’t have gas in the tank to make the engine run, no matter how much we want it to! 

As the saying goes, “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” But lacking Will, we won’t take the 

first step, and what goals we have will be only dreams without substance. Or as W. Clement Stone (great motivator) 

said, “What the mind can conceive and believe, a person can achieve.” 

To achieve a goal requires a plan-of-action with specific steps to get from here to there. Without a plan, with no 

vision or will, we don’t have a Goal. All we have is an empty wish. 
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We are each in the continuing process of creating our own lives. Moment to moment, our lives are the accumulation 

of the results of our goals. Life is constant movement, toward goals. Awake or asleep, our minds work to solve the 

problem of reaching the goals we’ve set ourselves. Where you will be tomorrow or even in the next minute will depend 

on the goals you set for your mind to work on now. 

People don’t like to hear that they are ultimately in charge of their own lives, their successes and failures, their 

happiness or disappointment. They’d rather believe their lives would be better if other people or circumstances would 

change. Nor do they like the idea that they are powerful when they set goals and make decisions. That seems odd, but 

their thought is, “I might set a wrong goal, or make a wrong decision!” And then the realization comes that, if they are 

powerful, they are also responsible for the quality and direction of their lives. 

And they DO NOT like to hear that what they have now is the result of goals they set in the past and have now 
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successfully achieved! “No! Please! Anything but that! It would be better if my life were the result of chance or the stars! 

Anything but that my life is in my own hands!” 

That may seem a little melodramatic, but the fact is that we are more in charge of our own lives than we like to think 

we are, and less willing to accept the consequences than we want to be. But it’s so: We make choices and take actions, 

all based on what we want to happen in the future: Our Goals. 

Set Some Goals 

LEARN — A goal is something we want to achieve in the future (in 5 minutes, or 5 years, or “some time.”) Goals 

can be small or large, important or trivial, general and vague (“To be happy”) or specific but unrealistic (“To win the 

lottery”), a nice fantasy (“To sail around the world”), practical (“To eat supper and then watch a little TV”), and so on.  

EXPLORE — Write these goals in your Becoming section: 
 A small, immediate goal (something to achieve in the next few minutes). 

 A larger, less immediate goal (something to achieve in the next hour or two). 

 A small or medium goal (something to achieve by tomorrow some time). 

 A larger goal (something to achieve tomorrow some time). 

 A goal to achieve in the next few months. 

 A goal to achieve within a year from now. 

 A goal to achieve sometime before you die. 

In this way you see how goals can be small or large, immediate or far off. The point is that we have goals, and much 

of living is setting them, planning for them, and doing what needs to be done to achieve them. 

APPLY — Why is each goal you wrote down above important to achieve? What makes some goals more important 

to achieve than others? What do you do when a larger or more important goal conflicts with a smaller one? Can you 

recall goals you had as a child or youth, and what you did to achieve them? What did you do when you failed to achieve 

a goal or get what you wanted? How did you feel? What did you think? What did you do? 

PERSONALIZE — Think about how you set and pursue goals in your life now, as an adult. What goals did you 

have for the following when you were a young adult: Education; Work or Career; Dating; Finding or being a partner; 

Having children; Gaining things that would show others you were a success, etc. 

Three Goals with Limits! 

LEARN — Our goals depend on various factors: practicality (“I’ve got to eat something now!”), time (“The movie 

starts in 20 minutes!”), importance (“If I don’t finish this, I’ll be fired!”), other people (“Let’s go for a walk”) and so 

forth. Try this experiment: 

EXPLORE — You’ve just learned you have only a year to live. Write down three goals you have now. 

APPLY — How are they different from what you wrote above, in the previous section? How does the (imagined) 

end of your life change what you think is important to seek in the time you have left? 

PERSONALIZE — Beyond goals we need to achieve to get through each moment, there are some we want to 

achieve to satisfy some deeper need. Your first three goals may seem important to you now, but may seem small if your 

time is limited. So why don’t you pursue goals that are truly important to you? How do you excuse yourself? “Oh, I’ll 

get around to them some day.” 

Try this exercise: Write your obituary to describe your life as you would like it to have been. On the TV show Frazier, 

radio psychiatrist Dr. Frazier Crane’s obituary appears in the newspaper by mistake. It bothers him. He says, “But I 

wanted to do so much more with my life!” His friend Roz reminds him that he’s not dead yet, and he 
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 still has plenty of time. So he re-writes his obituary as “a self-actualization exercise,” full of grandiose plans. Such an 

exercise can help focus important goals and the things you really want to do in your life...as well as things on which you 

waste your time and can stop doing without making any difference in your life! 

Goal Setting Then and Now 

Chances are that, like everyone else, you set goals today much as you did as a child. It’s not that how you set goals 

as a child causes you to set them the same way now (or seek the same kinds of goals as you did when a child)...but that, 

as a child, you established some ways to set and seek your goals and have continued to use them. But you are not stuck 

with them...you can change them. 

Childhood and adult goals are a lot alike, perhaps differing only in details. Then and now, they involve comfort, 

avoiding something, finding security, solving a problem, getting along with other people, doing things that are fun, as 

well as eating and sleeping to maintain physical health. As a child, and today, you seek much the same goals because 
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you are today pretty much who you were then. Let’s explore some of your lasting patterns, with an eye toward updating 

them for adult living. 

Childhood Goals  

LEARN — As a child, you wanted things to happen or be different. We’ve already discussed many of them, such as 

To Belong or to overcome feelings of being “minus” and wanting to be “plus.” These are large goals. But you also 

wanted things, such as toys or books, to be read to or to go some place special such as a circus or the playground.  

EXPLORE — Write down three goals you had when you were a child. Perhaps wanting a certain toy for Christmas, 

spending time with a parent, being able to stay home from school … things like that. 

 

APPLY — Why were they important to you at that time? What did you do to get them to happen? If successful, how 

did you feel? If not, how did you feel and what did you do about it? How are goals you had as a child connected to, or 

like, goals you have today? How are they different…and yet, the same! What do you get out of keeping some childhood 

goals for your adulthood? 

PERSONALIZE — Have you identified childhood goals that are important or useful to you now? Fill in a few 

thoughts about some of the things we’ve already looked at, and expand to your Notebook: 

Adopting or changing your family’s goals, values, atmosphere, attitudes about religion, politics, education, etc. 

 

Acting in your own life today the six roles your parents played when you were a child (as Parents, Partners, Providers, 

Male/Female, etc.) 
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Using your experiences with your siblings to create your position among coworkers, friends, etc. 

 

Using your experiences with playmates as a way to get along with and form friendships with people today. 
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Using what you did to Belong in your family to feel significant with others today to gain Affection, Attention, Approval, 

etc. And how you feel encouraged or discouraged with the results. 

 

Adult Goal Setting 

LEARN — As an adult you want things to happen (goals) much as when you were a child. Some goals are like those 

you had then, while others are “more adult” now. Many “adult” goals are much like those in childhood, only more 

sophisticated now. As a child you wanted to feel secure. As an adult, that may translate into having enough income, or 

to succeed in your partnership or career. As a child you may have felt minus in some way, and sought to become plus. 

And so it continues to be, now that you are an adult. Your choice of specific things you want may have changed, now 

that you’re all grown up. Dig deeper and you’ll probably find that the kinds of things, in general, are pretty much the 

same. (For boys or men, a toy is a toy…only the price has changed!) 

In this section, compare some of the goals you have now with some you had as a child. How, by achieving your goals 

today, are you also satisfying some goal from childhood? 

EXPLORE — Note three present goals that are like those you noted above as having as a child: 

 

APPLY — How would reaching those goals at this time satisfy some need you had as a child? What was that need, 

then? Do you still need to satisfy it now? 

LEARN — How you decide what goals to pursue, and what you do to pursue them, may be limited by continuing to 

do what you did as a child, for the same (childhood) reasons. A simple example would be continuing to eat only the 

foods that you liked then. “I liked carrots then, and by golly they’re good enough for me now!” 

A bigger example might be to treat people the same as you did then, to gain the same results. Let’s say that, as a child, 

you were afraid people might not like you if they got to know you, and so you pushed them away. Today you may do 

similar things, for the same reasons. Childhood goals (and the reasoning behind them) can become a burden to the adult 

who wants more out of life now. 
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EXPLORE — Note how you select your goals today. What is the basis? What do you do to pursue them? How 

successful are you in attaining them? 

APPLY — How is this like or different from what you did when you were a child? 

PERSONALIZE — Make some connections between “then” and “now,” in the goals you have for your life, and 

how you decide that a goal is important. Are today’s goals still pretty much the limited goals of a child? Is the reasoning 

behind them a child’s reasoning? Are they so grandiose or impractical that they are unattainable? What do you get out 

of setting unreachable goals? 

Review previous material to help with this. For example, Behaving Patterns and the meaning you give to events, 

including the actual mental sentences you use; Bewildering Patterns, including some of your self-defeating ways; and 
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Believing Patterns, in which you made decisions to last a lifetime on the basis of specific childhood events. And also 

take another look at the list of “mistaken beliefs” noted earlier, such as “I should be completely loved by everyone for 

everything I do.” Such mistaken thinking can lead to mistaken goals and methods to pursue them. 

Decision Making 

Childhood decisions became the Decision Patterns we use today. You created them then to manage important parts 

of your life then, and because they seemed to work, you continue them throughout life. But keep in mind that you can 

create new ones now based on all you’ve learned since then. You made choices then; you can make new choices now. 

A decision always involves two options: This and That. You choose one, as Robert Frost chose to take one road and 

forsake the other in his poem, The Road Not Taken. You make decisions throughout your life. Robert Frost looked back 

and wondered how his life would have been different if he’d taken the other path. We do that, too; like him, we look 

back and second-guess ourselves, or think how our life would have been much different if something hadn’t happened. 

“If I’d only waited to get married...” “If I’d gone to college instead of joining the Army...” “If I’d taken that other job...” 

Thinking about past choices can lead us to realize how a single choice can make such a big difference later on. Not 

meeting the parent of my children would mean that my children would never have been born…and such meetings are 

often accidental! 

But we cannot not make choices. Even by not choosing, we choose. As Adler pointed out, our decisions are at least 

as important in creating who we are as environment and heredity. So it comes to making good choices, and we often 

don’t know whether a choice was good or bad until long after — perhaps many years after — we made them. 

And sometimes we don’t even know we’ve made a choice until long after. Many things seem to happen by accident, 

and beyond our immediate control. Yet we are not puppets or passive observers, but active participants. While we may 

not be able to control all events, we can choose our response to them. We can decide to make them more or less important 

in our lives, and act in relation to our larger goals. 

I once mentioned this to a man in therapy. He thought a bit and then said, “When I was in college, the phone out in 

my dorm hallway rang. I answered it. It was my room-mate’s girlfriend. We talked, and found out we’d known each 

other in high school and had several friends in common. We decided to get together for coffee to catch up. That turned 

into dating, and now she’s my wife.” Then he looked awestruck: “And if I hadn’t answered the phone, my children 

wouldn’t exist today!”  

He could have become discouraged about how his life was the result of random events. However, in thinking about 

them, he began to see how his earlier choices had been the deciding factor in what came later. He chose to answer the 

phone, to get together for coffee, to pursue a relationship, to ask her to marry him. Events were not in control; he was. 

Thinking about it turned out to give him a real sense of power over his life, and courage to face a difficult decision he 

had to make. 

We are making decisions all the time. Most are so small we don’t even think of them as decisions: what to eat or what 

to wear. Some are huge and life-changing: getting married, having children of our own. How we make decisions was set 

partly in childhood, as we practiced on things that affected us. Some people seem to make choices by flipping a coin. 

Others agonize long and hard and weigh every option. Some people make decisions confidently, others worry and sec-

ond-guess themselves. Then there are those who never seem to decide, and let the winds of chance take them where it 

will. 

A Past Decision 

LEARN — Your past choices have had great power. Like taking one road and not another, they tend to determine 

where you wind up! It’s scary to think how our lives might be different if we hadn’t been in a certain place at 
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 a certain time, if we’d said “Yes” instead of “No,” if we’d chosen one thing and not another. Consider the power of past 

choices. Now think about the effect choices you make now will have on your future. Will they move you closer to your 

goals? Farther away? Remember that “A decision is the most powerful force in the world.” (Write that down and put 

it where you can see it every day.) 

EXPLORE — Think of a decision you made as a child. How has it affected your life? Now think of a decision you 

might have made as a child (or youth) but did not. Think how your life would be different now because of that. Would 

it be better now? Worse? Just different? 

APPLY — Think of a decision you could make today, and how that would make your life different in the future. 

Then think of how that decision would affect other people. A change in marital status, job, or location, for example, 
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would impact other people and their lives, without their having had a chance to say anything about it. One life (as we 

learn in the classic movie It’s a Wonderful Live) affects many other lives. 

PERSONALIZE — It can be scary to look back and see how past decisions turned us onto certain paths and away 

from others. Think of the man I mentioned above and other decisions that could have affected him: If his parents had 

moved to another town when he was in grade school; if he’d gone to a different college or entering the service out of 

high school; if his roommate hadn’t been dating the woman so she never called. In many ways, our decisions (and we 

think we make them!) are at the mercy of circumstances. Knowing the power of past decisions, think of how powerful 

your present ones can be. 

Regretted Decisions 

LEARN — We may wish we could take back our choices. Second-guessing ourselves, we regret something we said 

or did. But of course we can’t go back. All we can do is learn from what we did and move on. Even so, some people 

seem to live their lives wallowing in regret; their sentences seem always to begin with “If only I had...” 

Some obsessive-compulsive behavior can be traced to regretted choices. Think of Macbeth, pacing back and forth, 

wringing his hands as if to clean them after stabbing King Duncan. He complains to his wife, Lady Macbeth, “Will these 

hands ne’er be clean? Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood clean from my hand?” Or think of the legend that 

Pontius Pilate became a compulsive hand-washer, forever trying to clean his conscience of the guilt of sentencing Jesus 

to death. From this comes the saying, “Washing his hands of the whole affair.” 

Actions that have hurt others require something to restore a balance. For example, we may speak of atonement, some 

act of contrition in which we say, and show, we are sorry. The 12-Step programs speak of “making amends” as a neces-

sary part of moving on. Not every decision we make is the best one, but all decisions have consequences. Some we live 

with and move on, others we “pick at,” and still others we learn something from for future decisions.  

EXPLORE — Think of a decision that you regret having made. What did you learn from it for other decisions? Why 

did you regret it? What would you have done differently? 

APPLY — How do you regret decisions you make today? What kind of decisions are they? How are they different 

from other decisions? How are decisions you regret as an adult similar to decisions you made as a child that you regretted 

then? 

PERSONALIZE — What do you do about decisions you made that didn’t work out as you wished or planned? Do 

you move on or pick at them? What do you get out of the latter? Shame? Guilt? Anger? What good does it do you, to 

“second-guess” yourself? Try the 4-S Method to control such thoughts. If past actions require atonement or making 

amends, do so, then move on with your life. 

Unplanned Consequences 

LEARN — Sometimes things happen over which we have no control. Looking back, we see that they shaped our 

lives in various ways, sometimes profoundly. Such things don’t necessarily happen every day, but they did, and do, 

happen. In a parking lot, a stray shopping cart dents our car. We bite into a candy bar and pull out a tooth filling. Such 

things inconvenience us, but for the most part do not set our lives on an entirely different track. But other things, as we 

look back on them, had greater results. We might wonder what our lives would be like now if things had been different 

then. Let’s take a common example: 

Often in childhood, your parents move to a different town because of Dad’s job. Of course you went along. You had 

to leave old friends, your old school, things that were familiar to you. In the new town, you had to make new friends, 

attend a new school, get used to new things. Your life went on as you made the best of it, and you never thought that 

your life was changed. Perhaps in your former school a teacher would have sparked your interest in chemistry. This led 

you to attend a particular college where you’d meet and marry a partner with whom you’d have 
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three wonderful children. After college, you got a job with a great company, and working there you made a break-through 

discovery in chemistry, for which you received the Nobel Prize! 

But you did move. In the new town your new playmates were nasty and bullied you. Your new school was boring. 

Your teachers were uninspired. So you dropped out. Years later, alone and childless, you flip burgers for a living and 

drink too much. (Those may be exaggerations, but you get the point. It might be the other way around, and that move 

opened up possibilities you’d never have had in the former place!) 

Some people believe their lives are ruled by outside circumstances or evil forces. No matter what they do, something 

will mess things up for them. Others say, “Life deals the cards, but it’s up to me to play the hand!” And there are those 

who, when life hands them lemons, make lemonade! Despite obstacles, they strive with courage, make the most of their 

talents, and live satisfying, even heroic, lives. That’s not a matter of accident or circumstances. That’s a matter of choice.  
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A decision is the most powerful force in the world! 

We can see past events as positive or negative; we can curse them or bless them. Such attitudes are not in the events, 

but in what we choose to believe about them. Things happen; life goes on. The time we waste on regrets can be put to 

better use. 

EXPLORE — Think of something in the past that shaped your life from then on. 

APPLY — What meaning do you give this event today? What can you do now to accept it? Think of a decision you 

can make in your life today, and consider how it will change your life from now on. When you look back on it. How 

will you be happy about making it? How do you think you will regret it?  

PERSONALIZE — It can be scary to think how our entire lives may have been shaped by a random event. Remem-

ber this zinger? 

“How do you make God laugh?” 

“Tell Him your plans.” 

But the universe is not out to foil our plans or mess up our lives. (Nor is it out to approve or help our plans.) Only we 

can do the good or the bad or the really ugly! And it seems, sometimes, we do a good job of that! We need to remember 

that, while we are not entirely in  control of our lives...we are in control of a lot of it. 

Problem Solving 
A problem is something that needs to be solved. It may be something that prevents forward movement, or something 

that can create forward movement. By definition, a problem has a solution. It may not be the easiest solution or the 

solution you think you want, but it is a solution. By definition, there is a solution to every problem. If there is not, then 

it’s not a problem, it’s something else. 

Some problems are more “in the mind” than out there “in the world.” If we seem unable to solve a problem, it may 

suggest our unwillingness to take a risk, our fear of failure, discovering our goal is not worthwhile, or our rejection of 

the solution. Some of today’s problems may be left over from yesterday’s poor choices. So make good choices now, so 

you won’t have to clean up after yourself later. 

Beyond the many problems of life is The Problem you couldn’t solve as a child, which became your Mistaken Mis-

sion. It is a constant that shapes your life. By it, you define your other problems, what makes them problems, how to 

solve them, why you should solve them, what you are willing to do, how much energy you’ll spend on them, and all the 

rest. Several things are involved in solving a problem: 

 A clear idea of what is and is not a problem, and of what makes it a problem. 

 An understanding of what will solve it and what won’t. 

 An idea of what you will need to do to solve it, and whether you’re willing to do that. 

 What resources you will need, including where to get them and how to use them. 

 A memory of past problem-solving, whether you were successful, how you got past obstacles, etc. 

There’s also the question of how the problem is related to your line of movement. Does it impede or further progress 

toward your goal? “Problems” aren’t simply things that get in your way; they can also be what needs to be done so you 

can move forward in life. 

But what appears to be a problem (and what the counseling client wants to work on) may in fact be a solution to 

something else, supporting some other important part of his life. Take it away, things may get worse, not better. So the 

therapist must know that what looks so unnecessary isn’t propping up the whole structure, foundation on up! For exam-

ple, the agoraphobic person who is unwilling to leave the house (“the problem”) may be using that to keep 
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from meeting a person who has threatened to beat him up. So the “problem” is really a solution to another problem. 

Remember, we spoke of psychology of use and that what one does is used to gain a goal or achieve a purpose. 

Human relations trainers know there are at least seven steps to solve problems effectively. Try them with a problem. 

And remember, most problems aren’t life-or-death matters, but part of our daily routine. 

Define the problem. What is it? Why is it a problem? What is it not? Boil it down to its basic parts. Remember, you need 

to define it as able to be solved, not as unable to be solved! Don’t start the process by thinking you’ve already failed. 

Define it in positive terms: “I can,” not “I can’t.” 
Create possible solutions. Don’t rule anything out. Be creative. “Silly” ideas may become springboards for useable ones 

by getting your creative juices flowing. Think of your first solution as practice. Use it as the basis for creating two more 

that will be even better. Solutions need to be practical, able to be carried out in the real world, and tasks need to be do-

able. 

Don’t “Yes… but…” possible solutions. This robs them of usefulness by doubting yourself before you start. Don’t second-
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guess yourself or find reasons you can’t solve the problem before you even begin! Start out believing in yourself: you 

can solve this problem; you are a capable person. Create mental sentences to support your efforts. 

Test the solutions. Evaluate them for use in the real world. Will they work? Are they do-able? What are their flaws? 

Limits? Testing helps you discover and discard solutions that don’t work. This is the point to consider the resources 

you will need to carry out the solution, including resources and other people to help you. Try them out mentally at first: 

“See” the problem in your mind as clearly as you can, then see yourself applying your solutions, one at a time. Here’s 

where you see flaws, better ways you didn’t think of, etc. 

Decision. Are you willing to commit to this solution? (The answer becomes the basis for energy and perseverance.) If you 

aren’t, go back to # 2 or even #1. Maybe this isn’t the real problem! 

Action! Do your solution. Do what you need to do to make it happen. This makes solutions more than just some abstract 

good idea. Do it! Apply your solutions to the problem, be creative, and adapt what you do as things move along. Go as 

far as you can toward a solution, and then go one more step! 

Evaluation. After, consider how well the solution worked. How did it go? What did you learn that can be applied to future, 

similar problems? What adaptations or improvements would be needed to make it work better? If others were involved, 

how did they think it went? What suggestions did they have? Write it all down the first few times. Make lists of what 

worked, what didn’t, (and why) with hints to yourself for the future. 

Solving a Problem 

LEARN — Life is just one problem after another. We said at the beginning that “Our Patterns exist to solve prob-

lems” as well as that, “Our minds exist to solve problems.” Everything is a problem, from what to eat or wear to how to 

live or get along with others. 

Early in childhood you created your own ways to solve problems: tackle them head on, ignore them, get someone 

else to do it, or whatever. You created a Problem Solving Pattern composed of specific styles and methods. Your ways 

may be different from someone else’s ways, but you use them because they work for you. 

You need to explore your Problem Solving Pattern because part of it is left over from how you solved problems as a 

child. You need to discover what no longer works, and what might work better. Maybe you still spend too much time 

researching solutions, or appealing to others for help, or wishing the problem would go away! Maybe, today, you need 

to take action rather than delaying, trust your own competence, not engage in wishful thinking. Some children, for what-

ever reason, needed not to be able to solve their own problems. Such “planned failure” can be part of one’s solving style 

today. Explore your own style, weed out the weaknesses, keep the strengths, be a more effective problem-solver. 

EXPLORE — So look at the seven-step approach to problem solving and think of a problem you have. Start with a 

simple one, for practice, then move up to problems that are harder or more complicated. Begin to feel confident (tell 

yourself you are becoming confident!) in your ability to solve the problems of your life. (Other people solve their prob-

lems; so you can solve your problems! You are not so special that only you in the whole world are not able to do what 

others can do.) If solving problems is hard for you, re-check your Self Image, mental sentences, Private Logic, and 

Mistaken Thinking. Work on creating more positive images of your confidence, specific skills, and general ability. Use 

the 4-S Method! 

APPLY — What did you discover about your ability to solve problems using this approach? How like or unlike is 

this method to what you did to solve problems as a child? What are the problem-solving methods from childhood that 

you still use as an adult? (Keep in mind that your childhood way is most likely your fall-back plan when things get tough 

for you. When all else fails, do it the way you did then!) 
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If you seem to have lots of problems, or if you have trouble solving the ones you do have, I suggest that you write 

the seven steps on a 3 x 5 card and carry the card with you during the day. In fact, carry the 3 x 5 card with you anyway, 

find problems to solve using the seven steps just for practice! 

PERSONALIZE — These steps will come in handy as you confront life’s problems, and will become second nature 

and part of your repertoire of ways to manage your life more skillfully and successfully. Remember: If other people can 

do it, you can do it! 

Problem Solving Then and Now 

Like most people, you solve many of your problems much as you did as a child. Ways you used then worked for you, 

so you continued to use them. But as with your childhood clothes, your problem-solving methods are now too small. 

You are not stuck with them. You can change them. 

Adult problems are a lot like the problems you had as a kid. They may seem different in details, or degree, or mag-

nitude, but they are similar. And certainly, as an adult today, you ought to be able to solve the problems you had when 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

you were a child! 

Problems then and now involve comfort, avoiding something, finding security, getting along with others, doing things 

that are fun or hard or boring, as well as eating and sleeping to maintain physical health. Then and now you seek the 

same goals, because today you are pretty much who you were then. Let’s explore some of your lasting patterns, with an 

eye toward updating them for adult living: 

LEARN — As a child, you had problems. You may have even thought, “I can hardly wait to grow up, when I won’t 

have any problems!” (How little we knew!) Our problems involved things, other people, something ourselves, and so 

on. We had our lesser position to overcome (we were younger, smaller, newer . . . “minus” in a “plus” world), we had 

fears (of the dark, of loud noises, of being bullied or not being liked), we had siblings and friends to contend with, we 

had conflicts between what we wanted to do and what others wanted us to do...and a whole lot more. We didn’t know it 

then, but our childhood problems were just dress rehearsal for the rest of life. 

EXPLORE — (1) On a piece of paper make three columns. In the left-hand one, write a list of problems you had as 

a child. in a left-hand column. Limit yourself to no more than a hundred! (I’m kidding!) (2) In the center column, write 

what happened as a result of having these problems. What did people say or think or feel? What did others do to you? 

(3) And in the .right-hand column, write what you got out of having those problems at that time.  

APPLY — (1) Go down the left-hand column and check off all the problems that are like problems you have today. 

They’re not the same problems, but close enough. (2) Do similar results turn up in your life today when the problems 

are similar? Do similar problems still result in similar results? If so, what does that tell you? (Remember the definition 

of a neurotic: Someone who does the same things over and over and over again, hoping for a different result!) (3) Finally, 

in the right-hand column, compare goals of those early problems with what you get out of those same problems when 

you have them as an adult. 

PERSONALIZE — The question here is why you would keep goals that were left over from childhood, but seem to 

serve no purpose for you as an adult. Did you never get that Raggedy Ann doll, or that Red Ryder BB gun? As goals go, 

they are in the realm of childhood. If you decided as an adult to have a collection of dolls or of guns, did you decide this 

to fulfill some childhood goal or because you wanted to do it as an adult? Sometimes the goals of childhood and the 

goals of adulthood merge, or at least the lines between them can grow fuzzy. 

But Now You Are All Grown Up! 

LEARN — You still have problems. Some are like when you were a child; some are more “adult” now (yet oddly 

similar to childhood ones!). How you solve your adult problems is in many ways connected with how you solved prob-

lems as a child. That is, if you blamed others for your problems then, you may still do so now. Or if you jumped right in 

and tackled them, that’s probably what you do today. If you put them off then...if you denied there was a problem then...if 

you minimized or catastrophized then...look for ways you do much the same as an adult. 

While you may like to think you’ve grown up a lot since childhood, it’s actually likely that some of your earlier ways 

are still at work, the way certain computer programs run “in the background” without your knowing it.  

EXPLORE — Write down some problems you have today that are similar to those you had as a child. What did you 

do when you had such problems? How did you solve them? How well did that go? What did you learn from 

 successfully solving problems as a child? From failing to solve them? What problems did you have that you thought 

you could never solve, and would have to wait until you were a grown-up? What did you get out of having certain 

problems? 
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How did you solve problems as a child? How today? Be specific. Use the following checklist of common ways to 

solve problems. The items in each column are the same, but I want you to think of applying them at two different times: 

childhood, and now. So first, check those in the left column that you think you used to solve problems when you were a 

child. Then check those on the right that you use now, as an adult. Compare the columns: which ways that you used then 

are ways you still use today? What new ones do you use? What has changed, and why? 

How did you solve problems when you were a child? 
 Jumped right in to solve it 

 Got someone else to do it 

 Made excuses 

 Blamed someone else 

 Put it off as long as I could 

 Got help from others 

 Researched it, and so delayed action 

How do you solve problems now that you’re an adult? 
 Jumped right in to solve it 

 Got someone else to do it 

 Made excuses 

 Blamed someone else 

 Put it off as long as I could 

 Got help from others 

 Researched it, and so delayed action 

mailto:bobhk@aol.com
tel:860-345-3204


Used with permission from Robert Herrmann-Keeling. For additional information, contact him at email bobhk@aol.com or tele-

phone 860-345-3204, or by mail at 3 Mario Drive, Higganum, CT 06441. 
 

 

 Worried a lot before beginning 

 Did something else instead 

 Claimed inadequacy, inability 

 Did the minimum, faked the rest 

 Didn’t see it as problem 

 Didn’t need solving 

 Lied when asked if I’d taken care of it 

 Solved it step by step 

 Solved it enough to say I’d solved it 

 Botched it, to prove it was beyond me 

 Changed it to something I could solve 

 Pretended to work on it, but didn’t 

 Got completely stymied and gave up 

 Threw a tantrum; cried; shouted 

 Worried a lot before beginning 

 Did something else instead 

 Claimed inadequacy, inability 

 Did the minimum, faked the rest 

 Didn’t see it as problem 

 Didn’t need solving 

 Lied when asked if I’d taken care of it 

 Solved it step by step 

 Solved it enough to say I’d solved it 

 Botched it, to prove it was beyond me 

 Changed it to something I could solve 

 Pretended to work on it, but didn’t 

 Got completely stymied and gave up 

 Threw a tantrum; cried; shouted 

APPLY — Write in your notebook what you get out of still having the same kinds of problems today that you had 

as a child? Ask yourself, “Why haven’t I learned anything in all these years?” or “What do I get out of having the same 

problems and not solving them?” 

PERSONALIZE — It’s not whether you still use childhood’s ways to solve your problems, but how well those ways 

serve you now. Your childhood methods were linked to some specific childhood event, now forgotten. Yet we may be 

still trying to solve that problem long after we’ve forgotten what it was. I ate my beets because, if I didn’t, my father 

would beat me with a stick. (No, no, this never happened! It’s just an illustration!) Now, years later, I still eat beets, even 

though I don’t like them. And I wonder why. (Actually, I love pickled beets. Yum.) 

Conflict Resolution 

Some problems result from conflicts over importance, ends and means, interpretation, leadership, and the like. It 

seems unlikely we’ll ever have a world where people never differ. What a bland world that would be! Yet conflict can 

be a time of tension, and can result in wounds that never heal. I think of the most obvious: 

In families, where differences have led children and parents to not talk to each other for many years. 

With couples, where the initial love and good feelings have turned into bitterness over differences of opinion or 

objective. 

In friendships, where a misunderstanding (and unwillingness to talk and “clear the air”) drives a wedge between 

them. 

At work, where all sorts of differences over priorities, methods, goals, and personalities can arise. 

Conflicts are almost never resolved to everyone’s satisfaction when there’s an imbalance of power. Many conflicts 

arise because of power imbalances. Certain roles seem to automatically create imbalances, such as the worker and the 

boss, the husband and the wife, the parent and the child, and so on. These are sometimes called “top-dog/under-dog” 

relationships. Society provides other power imbalances when a dominant group defines members of another group in 

ways that keep them powerless. For too long, men said women can’t vote because they are women and therefore aren’t 

smart enough to make good decisions. For too long women were defined by men until people like Adler came forth and 

said, “men and women should be treated equally!” 
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 Other, less obvious conflicts often lie beneath the actual conflict. Think about these: 

Conflict in E-B-R Cycles — We may see an event and give it certain meanings, creating conflicting responses as a 

result. 

Conflict in Goals — We may have different results in mind, and want to reach them for our own reasons. (I want a 

raise, you want to cut costs; I want to go out, you want to stay home.) 

Conflict in Methods — We may agree on what’s necessary, but have different ideas about how to make it happen. (I 

may want to do it myself; you may want to hire someone else to do it.) 

Conflict in Roles — We may imagine ourselves in different role-sets. (I’m Leader; you’re Follower; you see us as 

Cooperators.) 

Conflict in Expectations — We may expect different behaviors or attitudes from each other. (I expect you to agree 

with me; you expect to have a mind of your own.) 

Conflict in Power — We wrestle over who’s in charge. (I want to be Top Dog, you prefer cooperation. You want 

your way; I want my suggestions to be valued.) 
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Conflict in Personality — We may have differing levels of worth or confidence. Disagreement may be to “prove 

something,” that I have little to contribute, or you can gain status by using me. 

Conflict in Strivings. Here we think of someone whose use of power serves private needs for control, superiority, 

etc., likely resulting from earlier feelings of powerlessness and inferiority. 

Many conflicts arise from poor communications. Here are some basic tools to help resolve or reduce them. Do you 

use them? Try them out. But please keep in mind that we cannot not communicate. Everything we do or say and that we 

don’t do or say is a message of some kind. For example, the complaint is “We never communicate...” 

“. . . he only hits me a lot.” 

“. . . she’s silent all the time.” 

“. . . he spends every evening at the office.” 

“. . . she’s out with her girlfriends every night.” 

These are as much a communication as if actual words were spoken. We need to learn to hear “non-verbal” messages as 

much as verbal ones. 

1. Listening  

 Hearing what the other is saying (not just thinking what you’re going to say next). 

 Not stepping on the other’s message (like speaking before the other is finished). 

 Listening for and encouraging the message beneath the message (that is, the feeling). 

 Listening for the “underneath” conflicts mentioned above. 

2. Message-Sending 

 Speak clearly enough and loudly enough to be heard. Face the listener; don’t talk while walking away. 

 Make sure there’s a “fit,” between what you say and how you look (facial expression, body language, gestures, 

etc.) 

 Use the words you mean to say, so there is no doubt about interpretation, no misunderstanding of meanings, etc. 

 No mind-reading or second-guessing what the other has said: “You may say this, but I know what you really 

mean.” 

 Delivering I Messages. Word your statements as from your point of view. Shun “You” messages. 

3. Communicating about Communication 

In the back-and-forth of talking to each other, sometimes we need to communicate about the communication itself. 

This is called metacommunication. Such comments might go something like these examples: 

  “When you said that, I took it to mean thus and so. Is that what you meant?” 

 “When you said that I felt _________; is that what you wanted?” 

 “Maybe, instead asking my opinion, you just want me to agree.” 

 “What you said reminded me of when my father treated me this way, and I want to be careful I don’t turn you into 

my father as we talk about this.” 

Crisis Management 

We encounter a crisis now and then. By definition, a crisis happens when you least expect it, and throws you for a 

loop. Crisis researchers know that a crisis cannot last more than a few weeks. If it does, it’s no longer a crisis, but 
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a way of life. The human mind and body simply can’t tolerate such stress for long, and deals with it in its own way if 

you do not. For example, a major crisis is a loss of some kind. Here are the main stages of the grieving process: 

Denial — “This can’t be happening to me!” “No, I won’t believe it!” The mind creates a shield against the assault of 

a crisis. 

Anger — “Damn, I’m furious!” Anger can move to action, lead to later guilt, be turned inward against Self as guilt 

or depression. 

Bargaining — “I’d give anything, if . . .” At certain times (death, divorce, etc.) we want things to be as they were, 

and we try to make deals: with God or with a partner, begging, promising to change, giving gifts, etc. 

Depression — Actually, the turning inward of one’s outward anger. (Gestalt Therapy calls it retroflection.) Often 

boils down to the feeling of a loss of hope in the future, brought on by the loss. 

Acceptance — “Life goes on . . .” We come to the point where we accept and move on. Grief counseling helps people 

close the door on this situation and be ready for other doors life will open. 

Crisis counselors see crisis as having three stages. 
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Onset — The crisis happens. Think of it as a heavy shove along the road of life, in which you are sent reeling and off 

balance. 

Management — This is how you deal with what happened, and a slow process of regaining your balance by doing 

specific things about what happened, and of getting up and moving on. 

Aftermath — After the crisis is over, you may be (1) better able to manage your life from then on; (2) worse off and 

less able to manage things in your life; or (3) you may come out of this crisis at the same level as before the crisis, 

and your life goes on much as it did before the crisis. 

Keep in mind some things we’ve already discussed: 

Your E-B-R Cycle — The accuracy of your Event-perception, what you decide it means to you (Personal Truth), and 

how you respond by thinking, feeling, and acting Since your use of the E-B-R Cycle governs all that you do, it’s 

no surprise that it will govern how you behave in a crisis as well. 

Consequences — Behaviors have results. In a crisis we may not think clearly, and may choose responses we didn’t 

want later on. That doubtless happened when we were kids, and we over-reacted. We can still do that when panic 

overtakes us. (Because I feel guilty over a loved-one’s death, I buy an expensive funeral, and when the bills arrive 

I feel angry, and think, “See what he made me do!”) 

Your Guiding Goal — What we do is related to what we want, especially the Goal guiding our ideas and actions. 

What we do or don’t do in a crisis is linked to what else we want in life. 

Ideals — Crisis can deal a blow to our ideal images of Self, Others, and World. We may feel snapped back to early 

feelings of helplessness and inferiority, and begin to doubt our ability to handle other situations in our lives. Crisis 

is a time we turn to our Basic Beliefs for comfort, shelter, and certainty. 

Even if the crisis seems to be happening only to me, there is always a social component. I am part of the larger human 

community. Other people may offer comfort, advice, or help. If they don’t, we can turn to hot lines, professionals who 

specialize in grief therapy or crisis counseling, books, support groups, or our religious community. We do not have to 

suffer alone. Think of your last crisis. How did you handle it? What did you do, and how effective was that? Did you 

come out of it worse off, better off, or the same? What did you learn? Did you manage it alone? Did you seek help? How 

did this prepare you for other crises? Do you now have greater trust, or mistrust, of yourself and your ability to manage 

a crisis? 

Again: Your way of handling a crisis isn’t something you just came up with yesterday! It’s based on how you’ve 

coped with life’s curve balls from early in your life. Perhaps you panic and fall apart, or you buckle down and work until 

it’s taken care of, or you deny and pretend no crisis exists. You may deal with a crisis in many ways but (like how you 

set and achieve goals, how you make a decision, how you solve a problem...) you’ve been doing it like this all your life!  

If the successful management of crisis isn’t a strong suit with you, it will help to get help, by which I mean someone 

who can work with you in a training way to improve your crisis-management skills. Find someone who can listen to you 

and encourage your strength and courage. The time to do that is not in the middle of a crisis, but before. So find someone 

who can mentor you in the places where you feel weak in the skills you need. 

Think about how you use your “moving forward” patterns today. How do they help you visualize and seek the kind 

of future you want? If they don’t help, how can you change something so they do? Make connections between the 

Patterns “in general” and your use of them in your daily life: a problem, a decision, a crisis, and so on. 
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Personalize Your Becoming Patterns 

The purpose of this session has been to help you to realize that many of the methods you use to manage your life as 

an adult are rooted in childhood ways developed before you were old enough or experienced enough to know what you 

were doing. “Well, I’m grown up now, and I make decisions, I solve problems, I set and seek goals, I even handle 

emergencies.” But so many of the ways you use to do such things beg for revision. Like most people you tend to manage 

things as you did when you were a child. You need to look at how you do things and change them when you find they 

are out of date. 

Apply What You’ve Learned to . . . 

Relationship — How do Becoming Patterns interfere with completing this task? What is your goal? If it is “for me 

to win,” you’ll approach it in one way; if it’s “for us to win,” you’ll approach it in another way. Try practicing some of 

the communications suggestions with your partner when you are in conflict. Is this topic based on differences in goals, 

problem-definition or problem-solving methods? Do you take different approaches to things? How are your different 
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ways today related to different Becoming Patterns you each created when you were children? 

 

Problem/Decision — Are your old ways of solving problems, seeking goals, or making decisions good enough now? 

If not, approach this one in a different way. What is your goal, and what do you need to do to reach it? What is your 

basic approach or style for each of these things? Do your put things off like Scarlett O’Hara saying, “Tomorrow is 

another day?” Do you resign yourself to the inevitable? Do you have hope or confidence in your ability? Do you plow 

straight ahead, “damn the torpedoes”? Do you use finesse? Do you act first and think (or apologize) later? Do you get 

so the bogged down in planning that you never get around to actually doing something? 

 

Work/Career — How do your Becoming Patterns allow you to consider only certain options and not others? How 

can you change ways you solve problems, make decisions, etc., so you will reach your goal? If you can’t find anything 

to change, how are you stopping yourself? In that case, what do you really want? How do your Becoming methods help 

or hinder your work? Has anyone (such as a boss or coworker) commented on the way you do things, either favorably 

or unfavorably? 

 

Work on Your Practice Task 
Now apply what you have learned about your Becoming Patterns to the Practice Task you selected at the beginning. 

How does what you’ve learned about your Becoming Patterns contribute to this task? How do your childhood patterns 

get in your way somehow? 
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Revise Your Becoming Patterns 

How you describe yourself to yourself has a lot to do with how you approach life: for example; are you courageous 

or cautious? Intuitive or rational? With humor or solemnly? Self-descriptions are your inner portrait of the person you 

think you are. That portrait, idealized as it may be, is the basis for your goals, actions, and confidence in pursuing them. 

Some people set easy goals and settle for less; others set larger challenges to result in effectiveness, mastery, and a 

generally courageous approach to life. Try promoting the positive side of your self-description. If self-confidence is an 

issue for you, envision what a confident person’s self-descriptions might be, and then mentally rehearse being such a 

person. Or create a set of 3 x 5 cards to carry with you, each containing a positive self-description following those 

covered above.  

 

“If I could change one thing…” 
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This session is about specific methods you used as a child to manage things that happened to you then. It is also about 

the fact that you’ve brought those Patterns with you into adulthood, and that you still manage the same problems the 

same ways you did when you were a child! Something comes up. It looks familiar. Aha! It’s like something that happened 

to you when you were a kid! It’s a good thing you had a way to deal with this when you were six years old! You might 

as well do the same as you did then! (Never mind that you’re decades older now.) The thing is, we use our old ways 

automatically; we manage our lives by habit! We don’t think about it, we just do it. 

Think of one thing you could change if you could go back. How would you do something differently? I’m not talking 

here about “setting a different goal,” for example, but about how you set goals in the first place. What would you tell 

yourself about how to solve problems, how to handle an emergency, etc., that would prepare you better, now, to do those 

things today? Jot down some notes here and...well, you know...your LogBook... 
Goal Setting  

 

Decision Making  

 

Problem Solving  

 

Conflict Resolution  

 

Crisis Management 

This is the end of individual Pattern exploration. Now we go on to put them all together, like maps in an atlas. 
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Session 12  MAP 

Your Master Action Pattern  

Explore Your Master Action Pattern 
Together, your Patterns form a single, unified Master Action Pattern, what we call your LifeCourse MAP. Think of 

it as a mental atlas that contains all the maps (Patterns) by which you guide your life from beginning to end. 

Unlike the maps in your car, your personal MAP is of a territory that’s constantly changing. That means your mental 

maps are always changing too. You change as you grow older and have new experiences; the world changes with new 
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ideas and inventions; life changes as things happen to you such as marriage and divorce, having children, watching them 

grow, then having them leave home; changes in job and career; illness or accident, and all the other things that life is 

about. 

So, increasingly, your old maps don’t fit the territory you travel in today. What helped you get from here to there as 

a child is less useful now. So you need to update your maps for what you want now and where you want to go in the 

future. First you need to see what your Atlas looks like now, so you’ll know what to keep and what to change. 

Charting your Life MAP 

Your “Master Action Pattern” is unique, because you are unique. No one else has your combination of genetic herit-

age, childhood setting, family background, decisions made, actions taken, and all the rest. There’s no one else in the 

entire world like you. 

Like you, your maps are unique. They are the LifeCourse Patterns you use to guide your life each day. What do they 

maps look like? You already know. Now we need to look at all of them to see how they fit together as a single, over-

arching Pattern of Life. Adlerians call this your Life Style. To avoid confusion (because the term is used differently 

today) LEAP calls it your Master Action Pattern. 

So then, let’s look at your total MAP by looking at everything at once. Not an easy task, but others have done it and 

so you can too. I’ll present some ways to look at your MAP. Do one or some or all. Try one, sit back and think about it, 

and come back to try another approach at another time. Just look over what I suggest and start with one to help you get 

a picture of your personal LifeCourse MAP. 

Create a LifeCourse Scroll 
Here’s a way to see your life as a line-graph with its various events, its ups and down, its connections and repetitions. 

To create this helpful visual picture, here’s what you’ll need: 

Shelf paper as many feet long as your age, plus 2 feet. So if you’re 45 years old, make it 47 feet long. This can 

become unwieldy, so you may want to make several for, say, every dozen years. We use the non-glossy side of 

regular grocery store shelf paper. Recently I’ve seen rolls of paper at office supply stores that do the same thing, 

but aren’t glossy on either side. Handy! It’s easier than taping single sheets of paper together! 

Four colored pencils or pens (black, blue, green, and red). Don’t use Sharpies or other pens that are permanent. In 

fact, you may not want to use pens at all, but colored pencils instead. (You can erased them if you need to, or at 

least cover them with White-Out or Liquid Paper if you make a mistake. Permanent inks bleed through the white 

correction stuff...not to mention the paper and stain what’s underneath!) 

A yardstick and not just a flat stick either. You want to be able to mark off feet and inches. 

A large flat surface such as a large kitchen table, or even a flat non-carpeted floor. 

Now unroll the paper on a large table or the floor. You’ll write on the dull side, so keep the shiny side down. Using 

the yardstick, put marks half-way between top and bottom at each end and every yard along the way, from one end to 

the other. Use the marks to help you draw a straight line from one end of the long sheet to the other, using the black pen 

or pencil. It should be as long as you are years old, plus at least a foot on each end.  
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Starting a foot from the left-hand end, mark the line every 12 inches. These will stand for each year of your life. 

Using those marks, draw vertical lines from top to bottom, noting your age at that time at each intersection, with “0” for 

your birth (then “1” then “2” and so on). 

Using the blue and green pens/pencils, note the events you can think of that happened in each year. Use one color for 

happy or positive events above the line. The happier or more positive, the higher you put them in that segment (one to 

six inches above the line). Write just a word or two to remind you of the event. Use the other color for the unhappy or 

negative events you remember, putting them below the line. Again, the less happy or more negative, the lower they go 

(from one to six inches). Write small, or you may not have room for everything you remember! Put a small “X” next to 

each event. 

Now take the red pen and connect the events by connecting the “X” marks using the yardstick. The result will be a 

graph line that wanders above and below the center line. This will be the “graph” of your entire life, describing the “ups 

and downs” of your life and perhaps revealing some patterns. Try drawing lines and/or arrows (dotted or whatever) 

between the events to show connections. Look over this scroll now and then, and add new events or connections that 

come to mind. Major Patterns to watch for on this scroll are shown on the left. 
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Repetitions of types of events, such as moves, work, part-

ners, relationships, etc. You may see the same kinds of 

things happening at regular intervals. For example, “I see 

that I do things on a two-year cycle especially changing 

jobs and relationships. Interesting, how that relates to my 

family moving every two years when I was a kid, and how 

I dropped out of college after two years…” 

Connections between events and your moods or what was 

happening at the time. Perhaps you left jobs on a regular 

basis whenever a relationship was not going well. Perhaps 

you moved your residence in connection with some per-

sonal problem you couldn’t solve (thinking that changing 

where you live will change who you are, a common mis-

conception). 

Mistaken Thinking related to events, experiences, decisions 

people that appear on your scroll. 

Predictions: The scroll represents your life so far...what 

does it say about future movement in your life? 

LifeCourse Patterns and how the events on your scroll fit 

into what you’ve learned in LEAP. I’ve reproduced a 

small chart  summarizing the patterns, for your conven-

ience:  

Background, Family events, motto, history, heroes, 

stories, atmosphere, relatives 

Beginning, Parents’ roles as parents, partners, pro-

viders, male-female, grown-up, person 

Birth Order. Numerical and  psycho-social positions 

among siblings 

Boy/girl-hood, Childhood, 1 – 5 yrs.  3.2 million ex-

periences of childhood and  their effects today. 

Belonging. Six ways to seek significance by affec-

tion, attention, approval, control, fairness, and help. 

Results are encouragement and/or discouragement. 

Behaving: E-B-R Cycle: (1) events, (2) meanings, 

and (3) responses by thinking, feeling, and acting. 

Believing. ERs and core beliefs about Self, Family, 

Community, Work, World, Mystery/limits. 

Bewildering: Self-defeating actions, Private Logic, 

Mistaken Mission in life 

Being: Ideal images of self and others; disappoint-

ment, correction 

Becoming: Childhood management methods. Prob-

lems, Decisions, Goals, Crisis, Conflict  

 

LifeCourse Scroll Sheets 
NOTE – Since the above, I’ve created a LifeCourse Scroll you can print on your home computer printer. 

It’s a separate 6-sheet attachment. Print all six sheets (not duplex), punch, and put in Binder # 2. When 

you are ready to begin your scroll, print as many of sheets 2-6 as you will need, one set of five for each 

year. You may want to start with one year to see how it goes; otherwise, print as many sets of five as the 

number of years you want to cover.  

Sheet 1 – How to construct and use the scroll, with hints on how to analyze the scroll’s contents. 

Sheets 2-6 – Four scroll sheets (2-5 cover one year) plus the year-summary sheet (6). Then,,, 

(1) tape the five sheets end to end on the back sides. The length will be 11” x 5 = 4.5 feet long. If you 

are 35 years old,  your scroll will be 157 feet long...half a US football field! Yes, it will be unwieldy, 

so make more scrolls but each one shorter. Another way is... 

(2) 3-hole punch each sheet. Put them in order in a 3-ring binder. A binder holds about 160 sheets, so 

that will cover 32 years. To see the effect of the years, put a few year-sets out on a long table. 

Sheet 6 – Provides a way to summarize the information from a year-long scroll.  
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Nicknames 

This is a simple little exercise that can get you to thinking about yourself, your central “life theme,” or how you come 

across to others. Give yourself a nickname that describes you in terms of each pattern. For example, for the Background 

Pattern perhaps you are “Gene the Genealogist” or for the Belonging Pattern you are “Petunia the Pleaser,” etc. 

Pattern: (Name), the... What it says about you... 

Background   
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Beginning   

Basic   

Boy/Girlhood   

Belonging   

Behaving   

Believing   

Bewildering   

Being   

Becoming   
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Summarize Each Pattern 
Another way to bring see your entire Master Action Pattern is to summarize what you learned about each Pattern. Do 

this in a single sentence in the spaces provided below. Go to your Notebook to review what you wrote and what you 

learned about each pattern, and then complete the thought below (and expand in your notebook), “The main thing I 

learned about this Pattern.” The sample sentences are to start your thinking about each Pattern. 

Background Pattern: (Example: “As a female of a minority group, I learned to try harder just to stay even!” “I see I 

use my handicap as an excuse for special treatment.”) 

 

Beginning Patterns: (Example: “My parents argued, so in my marriage I avoid conflict.” “My parents were always a 
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good example to me.”) 

 

Basic Patterns: (Example: “As a middle child I compromised, and I still give in too easily.” “As the oldest, I need to 

lead.”_ 

 

Boyhood/Girlhood Patterns: (Example: “I had few playmates; today, I have few close friends.” “As a child I was shy, 

so now I don’t approach people I don’t know.”) 

 

Belonging Patterns: (Example: “I was a Clown to get attention and I’m like that today.” “I never asked for help and I 

don’t ask for it now!”) 

 

Behaving Patterns: (Example: “I see the good in everyone.” “I give myself excuses, which may be why I’m not suc-

cessful.” “I depend too much on my feelings, and not enough on reasonable thinking.”)) 
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Believing Patterns: (Example:  “Being hurt as a child led me to see life as dangerous; today I’m self-protective and 

don’t take risks.”) 

 

Bewildering Patterns: (Example: “I felt I was a failure, and still doubt my abilities.” “I try to solve a problem I had as 

a child.”) 
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Being Patterns: (Example: “I was always picked last for teams or games; today I still wait to be rejected.” “I depend on 

others to take the lead.” “Circumstances control me, not me them.”) 

 

Becoming Patterns: (Example: “I find it hard to set clear goals.” “I have trouble making decisions and sticking to them.” 

“I’m always late for appointments.”) 

 

I learned . . .Therefore . . . 
Think of what you’ve learned from other people, whether family, casual acquaintances, friends, whatever. Some 

might have been “role models.” We learn a lot from others, especially early in life. Below, each left-hand box asks you 

to finish the sentence. I’ve done the first one for you. If this exercise leads to more than a single short sentence, expand 

it in your notebook. 

From my dog I learned . . . 

Loyalty and forgiveness. I didn’t deserve such love! 

. . . and therefore today. . . 

I Have another dog who loves me without reservation. 

In my family I learned . . . . . .and therefore today I 

From my mother I learned . . . . . .and therefore today I 
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From my father I learned . . . . . . and therefore today I 

I learned that women . . . . . . therefore today I 
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I learned that men . . . . . . therefore today I 

With others, I tend to be . . . . . . and therefore 

Regarding my body, I feel . . . . . . and therefore I 

About my mind I feel . . . . . . and therefore 

I need a Partner who . . . . . . so I 

Regarding career, I require . . . . . . which will permit me to 

I believe the world is . . . . . . and so I 

I believe life is . . . . . . and so I 
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My greatest strength is . . . . . .and so I 

My greatest weakness is . . . . . . and so I 
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I believe others are . . . . . . and therefore 

I believe I am . . . . . . and therefore 

Overburdening situations 

We talked before about childhood situations that carry such weight that they lead directly to discouragement and 

inadequate preparation for life. Some readers may wonder how they are limited by them now, or how they can overcome 

and go beyond the memories of such situations.  

Physical or mental inferiority or handicap. May lead a child to define the Self as unable or incomplete, to seek 

special privileges, use limits as an excuse, or strive with courage. 

Neglect. May lead a child always to be “hungry” (for whatever was lacking in the childhood family) and want more 

in adulthood, although perhaps never enough. Or it may lead the adult not to expect much from life, if anything 

at all. Neglect can mean not enough actual food to eat, not enough affection or attention, or anything else that you 

think can lead a child to not “get enough” and to be affected by that in adulthood. 

Abuse (physical, emotional, verbal, sexual*). An abused child may shut down to prevent further pain, and fail to 

develop a sense of right and wrong or empathy for others’ feelings. (* Sexual abuse was not an open topic in 

Adler’s days at the end of the Victorian era. We include it here because, as we now know, it is an overburdening 

childhood situation that affects a lot of people in adulthood.) 

Being spoiled or pampered. Over-indulging may lead a child to define self as deserving of special treatment. A result 

may be relationship problems, since the focus is on “me” rather than “we.” Many TV comedies feature spoiled 

adults, for example the self-centered couple on the second Bob Newhart series. 

Unwanted or abandoned. If a child feels rejected and disconnected from the beginning, he or she may never achieve 

a sense of Belonging or attachment, see people as only to be used, and grow up in a world of shadows and 

strangers. 

There are other “over-burdening situations” in life, especially in early life, where even small things can have a large 

effect. Some such are parental mental problems, drug or alcohol addiction, shame and guilt, blaming, threatening, bul-

lying. The result is that the child assumes his or her childhood to be true typical of childhood everywhere. This assump-

tion is then carried into adulthood as “The way my childhood was.” 

Two important things here: (1) Do not take the blame for what properly belongs to others! (2) Do not use the past 

as an excuse! You are not responsible for what others did. You are responsible for yourself and what you tell yourself 

things mean. They may not mean what you think they mean. You did not know everything as a child.  

Today you can choose new beliefs and new meanings about your childhood past, you can gain greater control over 

the past influences on your present and future life. This is up to you. Check the way you use your personal “Event-Belief-

Response” cycle, especially Private Logic and Mistaken Thinking, in the Behaving Pattern. 
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Life Style Themes 
Adlerians suggest childhood role-themes which continue into adult life. Here are some, with my definitions. 

Role Purpose 

Baby To be served, babied, get own way; is charming, easily hurt; believes Self to be deserving, special 

Bully To be served by “cowing” others into submission; to hurt others; inferiority turned to a superiority 

complex 

Controller Be in charge, have the last word; critical of others; knows the right way (“my way”) and insists it’s 

the only way 

Driver To gain approval by tireless effort; pushes self and others to extreme achievement; won’t quit until 
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the job is done! 

Feeling-avoiding Distance through reason, logic (Mr. Spock); be uninvolved, self-protective; fear feelings; don’t reveal 

feelings. Think feelings have magic powers 

Getter To have; acquire; uses people; self-esteem by having 

Inadequate To show inability by being helpless; woe is me; poor me 

Martyr Sacrifice self for others; one’s own needs are not important; self-esteem is submerged for others; 

controlling 

Clown Please by joking, kidding; distracts or distances by humor or entertainment; “better you laugh at me 

than hurt me.” 

Better than you are! To achieve by winning, overcoming, and being superior 

Best at being Worst To excel at one’s self-defeating or damaging behaviors 

Distracter To turn others’ attention from self, themselves, their problems, perhaps by focusing on self, clowning,  

etc. 

Worrier To fret, expect the worst, see only the negative possibilities; nay-sayer, “Yes/But”; disaster always 

looms ahead 

Dreamer Avoid reality by over-emphasizing fantasy, day-dreams; to give the impression of A Thinker; to avoid 

interactions 

Pleaser Approval from doing as others wish; is guided by others ratings; doesn’t have to manage based only 

on own (low) self-image. 

Right One To always be correct; win all arguments; never be wrong. Sulking when challenged, corrected may 

be the goal 

Superior One Be above others by control, strength, attractiveness, etc. 

Victim To be punished in order to be rescued; idealistic; easily hurt; sacrifice not for others, but as atonement 

for own weaknesses. 

Punisher To show others their errors; to hurt, get revenge; to dominate; needs to bring others down to own 

level 

Rescuer To punish the Punisher and rescue the victim; the hero rushes to save the day! Focus on results, not 

prevention 

Judge To decide who’s right and wrong, and declare “the winner”; gets self-esteem or power by being the 

arbiter of others’ behaviors. 

If you see yourself above, you may be playing a childhood role that is no longer appropriate for your life with others 

today. Ask yourself this: “How does continuing to play this childhood role limit my relationships now to the limited 

viewpoint and knowledge I had as a child? How does it limit you success with others, on your job, in your partnership 

or with your children? Again, remember that you did not know everything as a child. Much was hidden from you by 

your parents partly because they were not obligated to tell you everything, and partly because it was none of your busi-

ness. As a grown-up now, you need to think about what roles to play that go beyond childhood and enable you to be a 

mature human being among other people (many of whom have not conducted their personal LEAP, and therefore are 

operating on their own outdated childhood roles!).  

Applying your LifeCourse MAP 

To see how you use your Life MAP, look for patterns within your Patterns that describe typical ways you think, feel, 

or act today. They may be ways that distract your efforts, stop your forward movement, or prevent you from being 

effective. They may also be ways that move you forward, encourage and delight you, and help you to manage your life 

effectively as you move toward your most cherished goals. 
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Pattern interactions — In what ways do some Patterns interact with others, supporting each other? How does Private 

Logic support mistaken efforts to Belong? (“It’s OK for me to throw a tantrum to control others, or to yell loudly to 

attract their attention.”) How does your E-B-R Cycle support your present Belief system? (“I refuse to see anything 

bad in the world, and so I believe that everything in life is good, everybody is good, and there is nothing in life that 

is bad.”) How do early feelings of inability stop you now from succeeding as you wish? (“As a child I was too short 

to reach things up high; as an adult I’ve translated that to mean that I should not be too ambitious and be satisfied to 

have only what comes easily.”) How do sibling positions influence how you be-long with people today? (“As a first-

born I bossed my brother and sister. Today, at work, I can be bossy and demanding of others, because it just comes 

naturally to me.”) 

E-B-R Cycle — Now that you know how you operate to get things done, you begin to understand not only how you’ve 
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limited yourself in the past, but what you can now do to be more effective in pursuing your goals in life. RE-examine 

every LifeCourse Pattern as an event in your life and (1) give it a personal meaning and a Personal Truth (watching 

out for Private Logic!) and (2) decide something to think about it, feel about it, and do about it. 

Private Logic — Look for times you justified self-oriented behavior. Is there a trend in your justifications or excusing? 

(In relationships? Commitment? Job performance? Lateness? Failure?) A sign of being a grown-up is taking respon-

sibility for our behavior and not hiding from consequences. You may want to have a talk with yourself about being 

more honest with yourself. 

Mistaken Mission — What events indicate a Mistaken Mission is at work? How do you structure your life to solve a 

childhood Problem? How successful have you been? Is the childhood problem still a problem now? How has it 

changed? Is it still important enough to spend energy on? If so, are you still using a child’s methods to achieve results? 

If you didn’t have this Mission, how would you justify your life? 

Belonging — How much of what you do to Belong or feel significant is what you did as a child? Did what you did as a 

child work? Are there more appropriate ways, now that you’re a grown-up, to gain affection, attention, approval, 

control, fairness, and help? How did you deal with discouragement as a child; how do you deal with it now? Make 

connections between then and now. Decide if there are more suitable responses you can make to not getting all you 

want from others. 

Beliefs — Are your Core beliefs still from a child’s point of view? Like a child’s clothes, are they too small for you now? 

What can you do to update them for a mature adult? Keep in mind that: 

 You are no longer a weak, small, powerless child. You are no longer inferior in a world where everyone else is 

superior. You’ve learned a lot since you were a child. 

 What others called you or thought of you may not have had anything to do with you, but may have come out of 

their own uncertainty, inferiority, anger, etc. 

 You are more able now. You have knowledge and skills and experience you didn’t have before. 

 You can depend on yourself now; you can have confidence in your Self, your abilities, your wisdom, etc. 

 You have already shown you can be effective, so you can build on that and be effective in the future 

 While your problems are the same in general, now you know what they are and what it takes to solve them. 

Goals — You’re now in a position to see what you want in life and to set and seek new goals. You’ve learned a lot, and 

are better equipped to set realistic, attainable goals, and find resources you need to achieve them. With such clarity 

and realism, you’ll find it easier to create the inner energy it will take to gain what you set out to achieve. 

Your Practice Task — You may want to take a look at your Practice Task in terms of the larger picture presented by 

your MAP. It’s one thing to look at the parts, and another to look at the whole. Look at each Pattern; but also look at 

how they all fit together, and see the relationship, problem, decision, or career issue in that larger frame. 

Personalize Your Master Action Pattern 

Your Life MAP includes your entire life, your total journey. Habits are strong and it’s hard to change the direction 

of a life that’s taken this long to create! Your life has a momentum of its own. Fortunately, small changes can have 

effects so, later, looking back, you see that you’ve accomplished a lot. 

We’ve spent a lot of time on childhood, because that’s where we all begin. While you can’t go back and change what 

happened then, you CAN decide what your childhood and the events of childhood mean to you now! Create other 

mental sentences, other Personal Truth, other Beliefs about what your past means. What you thought or felt or did then 

was OK for then, but what you did to manage your childhood life may no longer suit your life today, with its different 

dreams and visions and goals. 
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To revise your LifeCourse MAP, then, is to create new places to go and new ways to reach them, as you let go of 

some old goals you no longer seek, and the ways you once used to reach them. You may need to let go of some things 

by forgiving your earlier self for making mistakes, or other people for what they did. Don’t carry too much baggage as 

you move into your new future. Forgiveness can be a big step in letting go and moving on. 

You may need to have a talk with yourself about how you excuse or justify your own actions. Don’t accept anything 

from yourself that is less than your best! You may need to create fresh ways to deal with people. Former ways you used 

to Belong may have been necessary, even useful, then. But what you want now may require greater honesty and com-

mitment in relationships, better communication, or whatever else you have discovered. 

Finally, consider the central feature of LEAP, based on the central feature of Adlerian Psychology: Social Interest. It 

starts with the fact that we are created by the human community, which requires that we be caring and kind and helpful 
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and contributing and cooperative. It sounds so quaint, so old-fashioned! But doing something for others is central to 

being human. So join a group that does good and you’ll do good for youraelf! 

Your Practice Task 

Since this is the last session of LEAP, it’s time for you to wind things up with your Practice Task. To this point 

you’ve applied what you learned about each of the ten LifeCourse Patterns to your Task. Let’s assume that each time 

you were able to come closer to understanding the purpose of your Task in your life, and you’ve come  to some solution, 

answer, decision, or whatever it may be. Now it’s time for you to make a specific statement about your Practice Task as 

a way to complete its part in this program. You will want to understand how you have applied LEAP learnings to this 

Task so you can see how to apply what you have learned to other tasks for the rest of your life. Here’s a way to summarize 

this: 

Practice Task: Summing Things Up 

Go back and review Summarize Each Pattern. That will help here as you apply what you learned to your Practice 

task. Column. 1: Several words to connect the Pattern to your Practice Task. Column 2: Explain how those words apply. 

Column 3, what ”next steps” to take, applying them to your Practice Task. 

Pattern How words are related to Practice Task  What to do about it 
Background – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task 

 Religion 

 Morals 

 Education 

Family has no religion; all atheists. Anyone 

who believes in a god is fooling themselves. 

Family has no morality. Members are out for 

themselves. They’re hired killers, bank rob-

bers, prison gang leaders. 

Family members are stupid, education is a 

waste of time. Which is why so many get 

caught and wind up in prison. 

I want to belong and feel significant in my fam-

ily, so I need to: 

Stop believing in God and stop going to church. 

Start thinking only of myself and what I want, 

and stop volunteering at the hospital. 

Bang my head against a wall until I shake my 

high IQ out and can fit into family ways. Also 

stop getting every question right on Jeopardy. 

Now you do it, using the following: 
Background – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task   

Beginning – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task   
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Birth Order – Words that relate 

this Pattern to your Task   
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Boy/girlhood – Words that relate 

this Pattern to your Task 

 
  

Belonging – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task   

Behaving – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task    

Believing – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task   

Bewildering – Use 3 or 4 words 

relating this Pattern to your Task 

 
  

Being – Several words that relate 

this Pattern to your Task   
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Becoming – Several words that 

relate this Pattern to your Task   
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MAP: Master Action Plan – 

Several words that relate this 

Pattern to your Task 
  

The End… (?) 
Wooo-eee-ooo-eee-woo. That’s supposed to sound like the end of a bad science fiction movie, where the words “The 

End” come on the screen...but with a question mark to suggest a sequel and that there are more aliens or giant ants to 

come. So what’s the sequel, what’s the “next to come” with your LEAP exploration? woo-eee-ooo-eee woo! 

Which means I don’t want you to think you are done, just because we’ve come to the end of LEAP Online. 

I’d like to think you’ve made a new beginning. You’ve gained lots of information about yourself, other people, the 

world, and your Patterns. Now it’s time to put it to use! With that important knowledge your continuing task will be to 

apply what you’ve learned to everything that happens to you from now on. 

And in terms of LEAP specifically, some things come to my mind . . . 

REVIEW what you have done from time to time to keep LEAP learnings fresh in your mind. Presumably you not 

only have a notebook full of additional comments to yourself, but also transcripts of our Instant Message sessions 

together…some ten hours of conversation between us about your LifeCourse Patterns. 

APPLY what you have learned to other problems, questions, or decisions in your life, just as you applied what you 

learned to your Practice Task. After all, that’s why it was “practice”...so you could see how to apply what you 

learned to many things by applying it to one thing. 

USE what you’ve learned about yourself in LEAP as the jumping-off point for professional counseling. I’d like to 

see the look on your therapist’s face when you present him or her with what you’ve done with LEAP!) 

READ A BOOK to continue learning about yourself, life, and others. (I’d be happy if you bought one or more of 

mine, but no pressure. You can contact me at bobhk@aol.com.) 

CONTINUE with further counseling on line. After all, by enrolling in LEAP Online you also get ten FREE half-hour 

counseling sessions on topic(s) of your choice. Send me an email telling me when you’re ready to do that (if we 

haven’t already set a time to meet each week). 

Meanwhile . . .My best wishes to you for the rest of your life… 
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