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Regaining Control
in Your Life
YouR NrpD FoR po\yER AND coNTRoL: The need to feel in charge of your own
actions; the need to have some influence or impact on others.
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HOW CONTROL AND POWER CAN BE ISSUES AFTER TRAUMA
We all need some sense of personal power, based on the ability to control ourselves
and to have an effect on other people and on our environment. tauma, however,
is often an experience of being overpowered by outside forces. They can be invasive
environmental forces like floods, hurricanes, fires, or earthquakes-powerful events
that overwhelm efforts to control them-or man.made threats like bombs. Sometimes the overpowering outside force is another person such as a rapist, burglar, or
abusive family member. During your trauma experience, your only option may have
been to submit or you may have fought, struggled, and still been overpowered. Yotr
may have had to stand by helplessly while another was harmed. Whatever happened, you may know firsthand how it feels to be overpowered, helpless, and out
of control. You may continue to feel helpless, even after the trauma is over. If any
of the following descriptions resembles your experience, this chapter can help you
sort through how your personal sense of power and control may have changed.

Loss of Self-Control
After trauma you may feel less in control of your thoughts and emotions. The sudden intrusion of emotions is called an emotional flashback.
147
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E".ry time Meg thinks of her mother, she remembers the car crash that killed,
her. ThenMeg feels an overwhelrning wave of grief . She sees the crushed car and
then can't stop the tears that pour out. Emotions tloodher ard she feels out of controi. She wonders rf she is goingcraTy.
not unusual after trauma although nor everyone feels this
way-or if they do, it may be for only a short while. Some people are able to suppress the memory of what happened and the upsetting feelings that go with it.
Meg's feelings are

8

Ji^, a police fficer, was inqtolqted in identifying

the dead. in a major disaster.

At

first he was flooded by horrible images and ouerwhelming feelings, but he has tried
to bury the feelings so thmhe could continue doinghis job. He has been able to hold
back the worst of it. As time goes on, howeuer, he nolonger feels much joy inhistrfe.
At times, he feels thathe is not part of the real world. He feels numb, has become
cynical, and says he cannot see beauty in the world aroundhim.

In different ways, Meg and Jim are both experiencing a disrupred sense ol
control in their emotional lives. You may sometimes feel that you are going crazy..
You might fear that no one would understand; they might even blame you for what
happened. You rnay fear that if you were to talk about your experience, you would
become even more out of control. These thoughts sitence many survivors. But emotional flashbacks and/or feelings of numbness and unrealit y are normal reactions to
traumatic events. Making sense of a traumatic experience helps the feeling of being
crazy go away. The more you understand yourself and what has happened, the less
you will think you are out of control.
Loss of Power to Affect the World and Other People
'We

need to feel that our emotions, actions, or presence can make a difference.

lt

is

natural to want some influence on the decisions and actions of others. Following
trauma, some survivors lose any sense that they can affect people or things outside
themselves. You may feel that nothing you do will matter, that action is useless. Or
you may want to prove that this isn't true and so try to control everything. You marnever want to feel out of control again.

t3 O*

hod been o piotoon leoder in lroq. He felt responsible for the men c.r,ho
serued under him, yet a number of them were killed. When he rett trned home , he
tried to regain the sense of control he feb before his combat experience. He tried to
control fami\ and coworkers. People were often irritated with him. They did not
understandhe was trying to be protectiue. Danhad rc warkhard to understwtdhis
feelings of responsibility and what that meant in combat versus in his cir.,ilianlife.

It is likely that you were unable to control what happened to you during your
traumatic experience. That sense of powerlessness may remain. You may no longer
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feel able to solve problems or meet daily challenges in your life. The sense of power
you had before may be gone. Still, there are sources of power that remain with you. lf
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sense of control in your life.

TRAUMA SURVIVORS SPEAKABOUT CONTROLAND POWER

. "'Jb me, power means choice. Although I cannot always choose what will
happen in my life, I alone have the power to choose how I will respond to my circumstances. This power of choice gives me control and enables me to act in my
own best interest."
r
.

"Power is having control and mking charge."
"Power is the ability to affect a situation, to bring or assist in bringing about

a positive result.

I
I

It is the urge to overcome or change."

"Power has nothing to do with what is fair."

"Power comes from taking charge, being able to make decisions. I can't even
order from a menu without having an anxiety attack."
o "One person is weak and one person is strong. One person makes the rules

and the other person follows them. One person gives at his pleasure and the other
person can only wait and hope. Or one person takes what he wants and the other
person has no choice."
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WHAT CAN IT MEAN TO BE POWERFUL AND IN CONTROL?
Tiauma can result from the abuse of power such as interpersonal violence, coercion,
or other forms of force. Power can be used to force someone to do something he or
she does not want to do. For these reasons, control and power can seem evil and
frightening at the same time that they seem essential for protec[ion. Experiencing misuse of power can be terrible. You may think that being powerful can only
mean using or threatening to use force, making others feel helpless, humiliated, or
belittled. Perhaps you have come to feel that there are only two kinds of people:
those with power and those without. You may think there is no middle ground. For
some people, having even a little power may feel frightening.
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in ahome in which the women took care of the house and the men
in the family. As a girl, Lynn's own feelings and needs were disregarded. \Without
question, her father's needs and those of other male relatiues always came first. For
these reasons, Lynn fek unable to tell anyone whenher older brother began abusing

her.

felt treated like a doormat, but wheneuer she tried to stand up for herself ,
would quickly back down. Snnding up for herself fek too much like being abuShe
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she
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life.

ing your

:

longer

LLp

As she grew up, Lynn saw only two examples of power: being powerless and at
risk for abuse, or being powerful and abusive. If these extremes are the only possible
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options, then it's reasonable to conclude that power must always be abusive. But are
these the only options? All parents have power over their young children but not
all parents are abusive. What else might power and control mean?
Power is the ability to make something happen. There are two parts to this
definition. The first is to act; the second is to have an effect. Any human act,
including speech, that has an effect contains power. This power, however, is not
all or nothing. Power can vary in its effect and its methods. The effect may be verv
small, very large, or somewhere in between. There are many different ways to make
something happen. A movie or song can be powerful because it moves Lls, stirring
our emotions. The muscles in your legs have the power to move the rest of your
body across the room. Power and control can mean many different things depending on what is happening and hocr.
Power can be out of control, but control is never without some power. Control
is a form of power. It is the ability to make happen what you wantto happen. Con'$7e
trol implies intention, the abihty to direct energy to have a particular effect.
often think of control as a complete abihty to restrain or direct a force but control
does not have to be total to be effective. A dam controls a river by blocking it, stopping its flow at just one point. A light switch controls a lamp by blocking electricitr'
or letting it flow to a lightbr-rlb. In these instances, however, the entire river is not
completely controlled, nor is all electricity completely controlled. Control does not
have to be complete to be powerful and effective, nor does it have to involve blocking or restraint, although it can. Control is very often the result of knowledge or
skill as much as of force or restraint. The muscles in your hands have the power to
shape a lump of clay. But raw power alone cannot make the clay into the shape oi
a horse or a face.
There is raw power in the wind but its degree and meaning depend on what
is being affected. There is power in wind ruffling dune grass but the effect is not
large. However, the same wind can move a sailboat across water. A boat, the wind.
or a sailor, each by itself, does not have great power. But when all three interact.
the power can increase dramatically. Although power is sometimes thought of as
a thing or possession, it can also be thought of as a process. The power in a racing
sailboat comes out of the entire interaction of the boat, the wind, and the sailor.
Power as a process can arise out of relationships. It can shift and change when anv
of the circumstances in a relationship change.
A sense of control can be gained, temporarily, through brute force and can t e
lost the same way. Most of the time, however, it is gained through knowledge pius
the skill to act on that knowledge. Although this klnd of control can be lost when
a situation changes, it can also be more readily regained. For example, the sails of
a boat can go slack when the wind shifts and so power is lost; but power can te
regained if the sailor knows what adjustments to make. The sailor's effectiveness
depends on how well he or she knows the ship and the winds. The ability to make
the boat move and control its motion is based on knowledge plus skill in actins
on that knowledge. A key part of the sailor's power cofi)es from knowing what can
and can't be controlled. When the wind shifts, the sailor may wish to change the
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wind back, but trying to make the wind change won't get the boat anywhere. Being
powerful means knowing where and where not to put your efforts.

The Sources and Limitations of Personal Power and Control
Your sense of being in controi, of having personal power, begins with how well
you know and accept yourself. The foundation of your power is not control but
self.knowledge. How well do you know your thoughts and feelings, what you like
and dislike? Do you have difficulty paying attention to these things in yourself? Do
you think you shouldn't feel or think the way you really do? Do you have trouble
accepting your emotions? Do you often try to change them? Tiying to control feelings and thoughts by force does not usually work well, and when it does, there is a
very high price.
Your honest feelings and thoughts are a source of personal power if you know
them and know how to use (and not use) them. They are like the wind for a sailor;
they can help direct and propel you. But trying to change how you really feel is like
a sailor trying to change the way the wind is blowing. When you try to control
things that are not really under your control, it can make you feel completely out
of control.
Feelings and thoughts come from who we really are. Listening to ollr thoughts
and feelings is how we learn about ourselves, what we want, what we don't want,
what we care about, what is and isn't important to us. tying to change those messages cuts r-rs off from who we are and from knowing what we want. Remember,
control is the power to make what you want happen. To lose touch with what
you really want is to lose control. To be in touch with your deepest feelings and
rhoughts and to choose actions based on them is one definicion of integrity. There
is power in integrity. It has an effect on others because they admire and respect it,
not because they fear it.
While you cannot always control what you feel and think, you can control
what you do with that information. You can choose whether or not to express what
you think and feel. You can choose how to express it. You have control over your
own actions.
You cannot, howeveq control the actions of other people. In the end, people
control their own individr-ral actions, just as you control your own. You can, of
course, express what you want and hope that it influences others, but ultimately
what people do is up to them. This does not mean you are powerless; you have great
power in your own ability to act and express u,hat you want.
Sometimes individuals or governments try to completely control others. They
may drastically hmlt people's choices and inflict terrible punishments for "wrong"
choices. This is what much abusive behavior is about. Such situations can occlrr
where there is an extreme power imbalance. Even so, the imbalance is rarely all or
nothing. There would be no need for punishment if the powerful were in complete
and total control of others. As long as people have sorne basic choice-to act or
not act, to respond or not respond, to cooperate or not cooperate-they retain
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some power. However, the effect of such choices can be very small and the risks

very high. In extreme circumstances, true choice-and with it power and respon-

sibility-can temporarily shrink to nothing.
Power and responsibility are both connected to choice. When you have

little

or no choice in a situation, you have little or no power and, therefore, little or no
responsibility for what happens. Tiauma can involve just such a situation. It is very
painful to acknowledge how little power we sometimes have during a crime, in an
abusive situation, in an accident, or in combat. It can seem easier to believe you
could have controlled the situation. You may go over and over what you might
have done differently, how you might have prevented what happened. Remember,
however, that you did not have advance knowledge going through the original
event. $7e can only do rhe best we can in any given situation and most traumatic
situations have elements of surprise, confusion, or coercion. They paralyze normal
people with fear, catch them off guard, and frequently offer no clear way to resist or
escape. You may come to realize that you did what you could given the situation.
If you come to that place, offer yourself compassion and forgiveness. Let go of your
sense of responsibility and self-blame.
A large part of healing from traumatic events involves forgiving yourself. Forgiveness is extremely dlfficult for many people because it can involve acceptance
of how powerless they were during the trauma. Tieating yourself now with gentle
kindness may be a new experience. It may take a lot of practice to undo the damage
of past harsh, blaming messages.
Having been powerless in the past does not mean you are powerless now. Being
helpless and out of control is a product of a specific situation. When anything in
that situation changes, the possibilities for power and control can change as well,

although you may not see this at first. Regaining a sense of power and control
involves recognizing there is a new situation, getting acquainted with it, and gaining knowledge about it and yourself. You have probably changed as well.

Empowering Yourself
If you have been checking in with yourself as you read this book, you have been
getting to know yourself better. If you have been engaging in self-care when you
feel you need it, you have started empowering yourself. Perhaps you have learned
to recognize and understand the important messages in your thoughts and feelings.
Perhaps you are learning to have some control over your most difficult and overwhelming feelings. Empowerment starts with recognizing and respecting what you
need and want. It grows as you learn skills for managing your emotions and begin
to see choices for action. Each of the coping strategies discussed in Chapter 2 is a
tool for helping you sail the waters of your emotional life. Being able to comfort
yourself when you need it, even if only in a small way, is an exercise of your personal power.

The exercise of personal power means choosing whether or not to act and, if
It means choosing to say what you want or saying no to what you don't

so, how.
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want. You also have the power to say nothing. Silence can be as much a choice
as speaking. If your traumatic experiences include physical or emotional abuse by
another person, you probably learned not to express your feelings. To express them
may have increased your risk of being harmed. You may also have learned that
saying no did not work to protect you. In such circumstances, silence can be the
only choice that makes sense. But is that the only choice you have now? Have your
circumstances changed? If so, your range of choices has probably changed too.
'We
believe the ability to speak our feelings and needs is empowering even if
you don't always get the reaction you want and even if you're not sure what it is you
do want. Self-expression does not have to be hlgh risk. If you have difficulty spealc
ing, write letters to yourself or keep a journal to express your thoughts and feelings.
Even if you are the only reader, writing can be a powerftrl means of self-expression
and self-understanding.
When you can, trying to speak your feelings and wants out loud can help you
know them better. For example, if you are unhappy with your boss but don't know
what to do, you could talk about it to a close, trusted friend. Just hearing yourself
talk may help you realize new things and see choices and alternatives you had not
seen before. Having more choices leads to a greater sense of control. Good things
can escalate, building on each other. But f.rst, you may need to break out of the
opposite cycle where feeling out of control leads to silence, withdrawal, and further
helplessness.

We do not always get what we want but we are less likely to get it if we don't
If you have been in a situation in which your voice was dismissed and
ignored, you may have given up trying to say what you really feel or want. But the
situation may have changed since then. You may have more personal power than
you realize.
speak up.

Having an Effect on Others
There is power in expressingwhat. you feel and want but its effectiveness usually
depends onhow you express it. You may feel there are only two choices: to be silent
and passive or to be dernanding and aggressive. There is, however, a middle ground.
It is to be assertive. Being assertive rneans stating your feelings and needs in a way
that respects those of other people. There are two ways to be assertive: saying what
you like, and saying what you don't like. It is important to know how to do both.
For example, when you buy something, bring it home, then find out it's damaged, do
you have trouble taking it back to the storel If food you order in a restaurant comes
cold or is unsatisfactory for some reason, would you send it back to the kitchen? If
someone unfairly gets ahead of you in a line at a s[ore counter, do you say anything
to the person? Keeping quiet and not acting in these situations can increase your
sense of powerlessness. Perhaps you believe your only other choice of action is to
yell, lose your temper, and put the other person down. There are, however, other
ways to act. You probably have more choices of action than you realize.
It is in your control to think before acting very angrily. It is in your control
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to calmly, kindly, yet firmiy request that a problem be corrected. You may not b,e
able to control your actions in this way right now. But it is in your power to iearn.
Such control is a skill that can be learned and practiced. For example, when you
have disagreements, you can learn to negotiate with others. When you know horr
and where to look, it is often possible to find a solution that does not take ar,,'ar'
from either you or the other person. If you try, the needs of both people can often
be met. If you wish to explore any of these issues further, an excellent resource is
Your Perfect Rrghr: Asserti+teness andEqualitl inYour Life andRelationships. It is listec
under Empowerment in Appendix B.

Boundaries
You control your own actions but not the actions of others. Others control their
own actions but not yours. S7hat happens at the boundaries between people? Haiing a clear sense of your own personal boundaries helps protect you from feeling
victimized in your casual and close relationships. In essence, boundaries are your
personal limits on what feels good, right, and comfortable to you with a particular
person in a particular situation.
Boundaries are both physicai and emotional. Only you can know your ou'n
boundaries and different people will have different boundaries. How much physicai
space do you need to feel comfortable talking with a stranger? If the stranger keeps
shifting closer to you, at some point you will probably feel uncomfortable. When
this happens, your boundary has been crossed. Perhaps you will take a step back ro
reestablish a more comfortable distance. Do you need more space to be comfortable
taiking with a stranger than with your sister? How much emotional information are
you comfortable sharing with others? In intimate relationships, you will generallr
feel comfortable revealing fears, doubts, and worries. You may feel very uncomfortable revealing the same emotional information to a casual acquaintance, but you
don't have to, nor do you have to end the relationship. Instead, you cor-rld continue
to enjoy going to the movies with the acquaintance but not share stories you wani
to keep private. It is good to have a variety of boundaries for different situations
and relationships.
Establishing and maintaining good boundaries takes several steps. First, ir
requires that you have a sense of where your boundaries are and how it feels when
one has been crossed. The signal is usually a feeling of discomfort or unease. Second, you need to act to reestablish what does feel comfortable. Other people mar
not realize they've violated one of your boundaries. Only you know what your
boundaries are and so you need to let others know. A simple action such as takins
a step back from the person you are speaking with may be all that's needed. Sometimes, you need to tell the other person what is making you uncomfortable and ask
that he or she please not do that again. Sometimes this means telling the other
person several times. You have the right and the power to end a relationship if the
other person cannot respect your boundaries.
If your boundaries were violated either through verbal abuse or physical intru-
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it difficult to

establish clear, appropriate boundaries in other
relationships. You may be uncertain what your rights are, or even that comfortable
boundaries can exist at all. You can become enmeshed in relationships with others.
In other words, you could find it difficult to maintain a sense of control, and you
may have trouble holding on to yourself as a separate, independently functioning
adult. Knowing what is and isn't comfortable for you in different relationships, and

sion, you may find

how to keep to those limits, will help you feel safer and more in control. In some
situations, clearly enforcing your boundaries is very adaptive.

E

m"ay had learned from

past experience that talking with her father left her

feeling confused, frightened, and nauseated. When she responded to him passiuely
or cordially, he contactedher more often and sometimes euen stoppedby her apar*
ment to

see

her.

She

finally decided to no longer

haqte

contact withhim. She toldhim

this and askedhim not to call or c,)isither. He did, howeuer, still callher but whenhe

firm and repearcd the boundary she had set earlier: "I haue asked you
not to contact me. I am going rc hang ltp now." Then she did exactly that. Before
did,

she

was

too long, he stopped calling.

You can read more about these issues in Boundaries and Relationships and
Boundaries: Where You End and I Begin. Both books are listed in Appendix B under
"Intimacy."

r

:
-.

:.

:,rle
-. rIc
r

i1r'

.: rt,.JLI
.:--Lle

.'..11[

. ,lt:

. . ir
:'.en

:-a:na\..rLIr

ing
:11C-

,'r.k

:i'rcr
ll-Le

i

ru-

Hurting Yourself
The power to act includes the power to injure yourself. Some trauma survivors
find themselves punching walls so hard there is severe bruising or broken bones.
They may abuse substances such as alcohol, illegal drugs, prescription drugs, and
inhalants. They may not eat or may overeat, exercise to the point of pain, burn
themselves, or cut themselves with knives or other sharp objects.
People who harm themselves often do so in a very private way. They often do
not understand why they do it, and they rnay believe it is bizarre or qazy and so
must be kept secret. They often feel a sense of sharne and even their closest friends
or family may not be aware it happens. There is, however, an important connection
between self.injury, control, and emotions. tauma survivors are especially vulnerable to harming themselves because trauma-related feelings can be so intense. This
is particularly true if the trauma was violent and rhe person had no conrrol. Survivors may not know how to express their feelings directly, or they may not want
to. Harming themselves can become a way to "get the feelings out" or to redirect
attention to physical pain and away from overwhelming emorional pain. Self.injury
can be an expression of anger or rage. For individuals who feel very helpless and
unable to control what happens to them, self-injury can be an expression of personal power as if to say, "lt's my body and this is one thing I do have a say abour.,'
But self-harm often repeats, in some form, what was done to that person during a
trauma.
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Jason became uerJ angrJ and frustrated with his family and the
At these times, he thought,

the world, he drank heavily and used cocaine.

-.

r:,:

"T -

.

with all of yu)' Thenhe feb powerful, fearless, and didn't care about aTtlolli : .
Eventually Jason realized the drugs only numbed his feelings tempordrib, ds 1, j..
jeo1ardizedhrs life. It was justlike whenhe used to dissociate, or "nltmb out," 1.,.' .
his uncle abused him

y

ear s before.

Jason felt powerful using drugs, but it was a power turned against himselt. drugs actr"rally reduced his abllity to gain some control ln his life. When he stcp:.

.

using drugs, he missed the numbness but did not want to continue feeling vic-,
ized at his own hands. He wanted to experience a sense of power that lastecl. .. .
that he could draw on at any time. Jason found such ways to feel powerfr-rl in :.
tionships. He learned to hold his ground when he saw things differently from c:- ,'
people. He learned to express his feelings even in the presence of his familv, ',, :
didn't "do" feelings. If self-injury may be a problem for you, an excellent restr*r-:

for both men and women is Women \Who Hurt Themselqtes by Dusty Miller. ':
can find ftrrther information on this in the self-care section of the recorrrrnelr:
resources in Appendix B.

WHAT DO POWERAND CONTROL MEAN TO YOU?
Personal Power and Self-Control
What does it mean for you to have "power"?

Power to clo whatl

Do you have any knowledge that might be a source of power for youl What is it

Are you generally aware of your own feelings about yoursel{ other people, and
situations in which yor-r find yourself?

-
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Do vou c\rer imagine yourself having great power and controll What uould
make ha;,penl Hou, and u,hyl

Do -vou feel in control of \,our o\\rn actions and hehi,rviors ? Hou, do
control?

think it

L)o you

is realistic to expect to h:rve some

!7hat were

1,1111

1,611

l-Lave

or,er what ha1..,pens in

1is111

ttrttrrel

believe society has assigned -voLr power becatrse yor-r belong to a ccrtain
ger-Lcler, race, religion, ethnic background, educatron, incorne)l

group (by

Do you thir-rk yoLl are at risk for being controllecl hr,

Has your sense of pc)wer

t
I

i

its

?

Hor,v mr-rch control do

Do

erercisc' this

control in some situations?

Har.e ),on ever experlenced a sense of personal porverl \7henl
sources

yor-r

-vou

ar-rcl

otl-Ler people?

neecl for control cl-ranged since vor-rr

tr:runal
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lfi/hat
Do you ever express yourself through self injury or self-destructive behavior?
do you do?

Does this behavior accomplish your goals?

How does this self-destructive behavior affect other people?

How does this self-destructive behavior affect you?

Understanding Your Physical Boundaries
in
Knowing your boundaries is important if you are to develop a sense of control
your relationships. One of the most important areas within your control is being
You
touched. It is your right to decide who touches you, when, how, and where'
and
have the right to ask for touch or decline touch. Touch can be comforting
some
are
soothing when done in a safe way that is mutually agreed upon. Here
questions to help you understand your physical boundaries'

If you rhlnk in rerms of an arm's length, how much physical distance (i'e', hou'
many arm's lengths) is mosr comfortable for you in the following kinds of relationships?

In an intimate relationshiP:

With

a close friend:
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With an acquaintance:

With

a stranger:

Have you established rules for yourself about being touched? If so, what are theyl

Can you think of a person with whom you have clear, comfortable boundaries?
What do you and the other person do to maintain these boundaries?

Can you think of a person with whom you have unclear or awkward boundariesl
How could you clarify these boundaries to yourself and to the other person?

How can you tell that your boundaries are respected?

'\X/'hat

threatens good or clear boundaries in your relationships?

Understanding Your Emotional Boundaries
Can you think of a person with whorn you are enmeshed or overinvolved?
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Can you maintain a comfortable balance of closeness and distance from others?

Have the boundaries in your relationships been affected by your traumatic experience?

If so, how?

Power, Control, and Other PeoPle
Do you ever try to control or influence other peoplel \X/ho? In what situations?

How do you try to control or influence others? What do you do?

As time has passed since your traumatic experience, are you feeling more or
control over people and things around you?

'S7hen

less

you feel frightened or threatened around others, do you try to gain some

sense of control?

How?

Do you use money

as a source of power?

In what waysT
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Do you feel you can openly ask others for what you want? Or do you feel you must
try indirectly to control others to get what you want? How do you try to control
people indirectiy?

Do conflicts and disagreements with other people ever become power struggles?
With whom? In what types of relationships?

How do

yor-r

resolve conflicts/

Symbols of Your Personal Power: Coping with Feelings of Helplessness
When feelings of helplessness arise, you can rernind yourself of your strengths and
resources thror-rgh symbols. A symhol for a person who takes tae kwon do might be
a biack belt; for a teacher it might be his state certificate. Think about what signs,
words, licenses (professional or personai), or other items might be svrnbols of yor,rr
own available knowledge, skills, strengths, and resources. When ,vou are feeling
helpless, as everyone does sometimes, think of your symbols of personal p()wer to
help grouncl

yor-r ancl

reconnect you r.vith your strengths.

Self-Care Tip
Start by making a Iist of qualities you like about yourself or that you believe others like
about you. Then close your eyes and imagine yourself radiating all these good qualities
and feeling happy. Where are you as you imagine this? At a party? At work? At home?
Outside in nature? Look around the scene in your imagination. What object or image
gives you pleasure? Remember that image and bring it to mind whenever you need a
boost.

Whirt aspects of vour self,
and empowetment?

1,q-y1,.

life, or your actir.ities bring

vor-r a

feeling of strength
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What symbols remind you of these aspects of your strengths?

What are the symbols of your strengths in your job?

W'hat are the symbols of your interpersonal strengths?

Is there an object you can borrow for your own private symbol of strength? It could
be a staq a stone, a tree, an image of mother and child. What is it?

Whatever reminds you of your strengths can help you when you feel helpless. You
can literally carry this symbol or image around in your pocket, or display it where
you can see it often.

SORTING OUT FACTS ABOUT POWER AND CONTROL
FROM REACTIONS: SHADES OF GRAY
Power is not all or nothing. It has degrees and limitations. As we discussed earlieq

power is action that has an effect and so its meaning can vary along at least two
dimensions: the type of action and the nature of its effect. Creating the effect you
'$Tithout
want requires knowledge of yourself.
self-knowledge, you can expend a
great deal of energy to very little efTect.
You are the source of your own power. How well do you know yourself? Are
you in touch with your thoughts and feelings? Do you respect what you think and
feel? Do you know what your abilities are? Do you know how best to use them? You
can rate your sense of power and control now by completing Exercise 6.1. The three
sections in this exercise cover your ability to know yoursel{ control your actions,
and have an effect on others. The abihties in each of these sections build on each
other. Your source of power is knowledge of yoursell \il/ithout this, you will frnd
it difficult to focus your energies effectively. Your abilities for either self-control or
having an impact on others will be limited. However, self-knowledge by itself is
not enough; you need to act on the basis of that self-knowledge. To be most effec-
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EXERCISE

5.t. Rating Your Degree of Power and lnfluence

Circle the number for how able you think you are in each of the following situations.

When answering, think of recent situations from your day-to-day life. Do not use
traumatic situation for this or any exercise.

a

Circle

t.

Extremely able, can almost all the time

4. Somewhat able, occasionally can

2. Very able, can most of the time

3. Moderately

5. Slightly able, rarely can

6. Not able, have not yet been able

able, can often

SOU RCES OF POWER/ABI LITY

Knowing yourself
How able are you

Extremely able

Not able

to know when you feel calm and

6

relaxed

to know when you feel satisfied

123

456

to know when you feel

123

456

dissatisfied

r

to know when you feel angry

1

2

3

4

56

to know when you feel frightened

1

2

3

4

56

to know how to comfort yourself

1

2

3

4

56

when upset

:.-il
-.-lL!t
.-,r

to know when you need help

23456

to know you have a right to your
own thoughts and feelings

23456

to know you have

a right

to

456

express your thoughts and

feelings

(cont.)

:ilS
, -

teC-
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6.r

(cont.)

How able are you

Extremely abte

to know what is most important
to you

Not able

12

4

to know what is less important
to

you

56

3

6

Controlling your actions
How able are you

Extremely able

to think about your options
before you act

Not able

12

6

to feel angry without acting
on it

right away

6

to feel frightened without
acting
on it right away

6

to speak when you feel good
or
satisfied

4

6

+

6

to clearly say yes when you want

something

to speak up when you feel
unhappy or dissatisfied

6

to clearly say no when you
don,t
want something

3

to trust what you really feel
and
think when another disagrees

6

4

6

Having an effect on others
How able are you

to know you cannot completely
control other people

to respect others, rights to their
own thoughts and feelings

Extremely able

12

Not able
6

6

rMUMA
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How able are you

Extremely able

Not able

t able

to think about your choices
before you act to influence others

a

12

6

to ask directly in a positive way
for what you want

6

to listen to others, and check with
them that you understand them
correctly

6

ble

to be firm about things most
important to you

4

to be flexible about things
important to you

4

less

to be able to see where you have
choices

tive, you need to know hocl to act and that requires you to control your actions.
'!7hen you
have completed the exercise, look at your answers. '!7hat can you do
well? What can you do less well or not at all? Does the problem appear to lie with
self-knowledgel \Yith taking action? Or with knowing how to interact with other
people?

DO YOU HAVE ENOUGH CONTROL IN YOUR LIFE?
We hope you are beginning to see there are meanings for personal power other than
aggression and force. How did you rate your degrees of power and influence? The

more ones and twos you circled in Exercise 6.1, the more power and control you
experience in your life. Do you have more than you thought you did? Less? Do you
have as much as you need? At a minimum, you need enough power and control to:

E=
a Control your orvn actions, to express your own thoughts and feelings.
i)

Have some influence on other people and on your environment.

You have a basic right to express yor-rrself. Tiauma can disrupt or destroy your basic
sense of entitlement to be yourself. During trauma, the consequences of exercising
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such basic powers can be so terrible that you have no choices, no real ability to act

at all. Once out of the traumatic situation, the consequences for exercising your
power will be different.

TRACKING REACTIONS TO BELIEFS ABOUT POWER
AND CONTROL
Identifying Your Beliefs about Power and Control
Are you comfortable with the current level of control you experience in life ? If not,
your answers to Exercise 6.1 may tell you what areas would be helpful for you to
work on. Are any of the following areas problems for you?

Do You Know Yourself as Well as You Wish?
Practicing the self-care and self-comfort activities suggested in this workbook are
with yourself and your inner sources of power and ability. If you have been caring for yoursel{ you are already on the way to empowering
yourself. If you feel your degree of self-knowledge is still low, keep paying attention
to your feelings, practice self-care, and give yourself time to get to know yourself as
you now are. Revisit the safety and trust chapters and be sure also to read the first
part of Chapter 7 on vaiue and self-esteem.
ways to begin connecting

Do You Have Trouble ExpressingYourself or Believe Self-Expression
Won't Make a Difference?

but believe you have less of a right to express your
thoughts and feelings than do others. You may feel that other people are somehow
more worthwhile or deserving than you are and that you should take a back seat.
How did you answer the last four statements in the first section of Exercise 6.1? Do
you believe that you have the right to have and express your own thoughts and
feelings? Are you able to say no or to hold to what you feel and think when another
disagrees? Do you have trouble saying no when you really want to? If this could be
a problem for you, be sure to also read Chapter 7 on valuing yourselfl That chapter
goes into further detail on the issues surrounding this problem.
Perhaps you know yourself

Do You FeelYou Don't Have an Effect on Others?
\7hi1e you can't control others and can't always get your own way, you have power
to do other things-if you can learn where to focus your efforts. Start by focusing
on what you think, feel, and want, and on how you interact with others. This can
increase your abilities, skills, and your sense of power.

'MA

act
our
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Your beliefs about power and control may also get in your way. Think now of
a particular time you experienced a problem with power or control issues. Perhaps
a particular situation came to mind as you read about one of the three areas of
power and control, or when you completed Exercise 6.1. Use that specific situation
in Exercise 6.2 to see if you can identify an underlying belief you have about power
and control.
Let's look at how Maureen completed this exercise. She had survived sexual
abuse. She now had a job and an apartment, but she had difficulty feeling a sense of
personal power in her life and in her relationships. She often felt especially helpless
after talking with her mother. Just the other day, she confided in her mother that
she'd been thinking of taking a course at the community college to see if she could
handle college-level work. Her mother responded by saying, "'Why would you want
to do thatl Your sister is getting along fine without any college. Wouldnt it mean a
lot of extra work? I can't imagine anybody in their right mind wanting to go back
to school if they didn't have to. What you need to do is find a nice guy and settle
down." Maureen has felt bad since the conversation. She feels it's hopeless to think
about taking the course. When she came to Exercise 6.2, she wrote the following

for the situation:

"l'm thinking about taking this college course but Mom thinks it's crazy."
Maureen looked at the first question, which asked what this situation said about
her. She wrote down what immediately popped into her head:

"l

am a little weakling."

Maureen then had to consider what that statement said about her. She wrote:
I

"l should

:

be strong enough to do what I want regardless of what Mom thinks."

What did that say about Maureen?

I
:

"But I'm not strong. I can't bear to go against Morn. She'll be disappointed.
Then I'11 feel even more terrible; I'11 be a bad daughter."

t:

Looking at all the above, can Maureen draw any conclusions about herself and
power/control? She wrote:
I

i

"l

can't win. No matter what I do,

I'11

feel bad. There are no good choices."

Given what Maureen has written, it makes sense that she feels powerless and
out of control. Thinking about this felt to Maureen like hitting her head against a
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EXERCISE 6.2.

-:

c:\3

ldentifying Beliefs about Power and Control

Describe a recent situation in which you had a problem with power and contrc
not use atraumatic situction forthis exercise. Did you rate any items in Exercise c ' .
d 4,5, or 6? Are those areas in which you wish you were more able? Use a prc: =

situation that comes to mind when you think of those items. ln the first line b=
describe the situation. Next, write what you think that situation says about you. -,
at what you wrote. Then write what that says about you. Continue answerinE .questions by looking at your immediately preceding answer.
-

Situation:

What does this say or mean about me?

Looking at what I just wrote, what does that say or mean about me?

What does that,in turn, say or mean about me?

Looking at all the above, can I draw any conclusions about mysel{.

Adapted with permission from Dennis Creenberger and Christine Padesky, Mind
theWayYou Think. NewYork: Cuilford Press, 1995.
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brick wall. But if Maureen can bring herself to look more carefully at the brick wall,
she might discover a way through it, or at least a way around it. She might even
discover that the brick wall protects her in some ways that she might not want to
give up.

Evaluating How a Belief Helps and Hinders You
Any belief will have both benefits and drawbacks. In Exercise 6.3, we ask you to
rhink about the advantages and disadvantages of the belief you identified on the
last line of Exercise 6.2. If you wish, you can also choose another belief that you
have identi{red. Maureen expressed a number of beliefs in Exercise 6.Z.For example,

not "strong enough." Maureen decided to look
further at the belief on the last line, "l can't win. There are no good choices." She
could see there were lots of disadvantages to believing she was caught in a no-win
situation. But what could she do about it? She couldn't quite believe there would be
any advantages, but she decided to fill out the exercise anyway.
When you finish answering the questions, take a look at the exercise as a
whole. If the belief tends to hinder more than help, you might want to qlrestion
how accurate it really is.
\fhen Maureen finished Exercise 6.3, she was surprised to find that the beliefs
did have some benefits. Believing there were no good choices made it easier to just
go along with what her mother wanted. That certainly simpli{ied her life and made
decision making easy. But it also made her feel very hopeless. It did not help her
know what she needed for herself,
she believes she is a "weakling" and

Pinpointing Problem Areas to Think Through Further
As a next step, think about your answers in the exercises so far, particularly for
Exercises 6.1 and 6.2. Consider the following two questions:

1. Do the

degree and range of your powers and abilities circled in Exercise 6.1
match your sense of power by the conciusion of Exercise 6.2?

Z. Can you see all-or-nothing thinking at work in any of your

responses in

Exercise 6.21

Maureen felt very powerless by the end of Exercise 6.2. But when she looked
at how shecl filled out Exercise 6.1 she found she had circled quite a number of
items as at least "somewhat able." Her own ratings in Exercise 6.1 showed that
she probably wasn't as powerless as she felt in the situation with her mother.
She certainly /elt powerless; perhaps the way she felt wasn't about her present reality.
When she looked for all-or-nothing thinking in how she'd described the situation with her motheq at first she didn't see any. The statements all felt so true
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EXERCISE 6.3.

How Does This Belief Help and Hinder You?

Most beliefs have both advantages and disadvantages. Consider those for the belief
you identified in the last line of Exercise 6.2. Write down the belief in the space below,
then circle how helpful or hindering the belief is for each question.
Belief:
Circle
1.

Extremely helpful

4. Not at all helpful

2.

Very helpful

5. Cets in my way

3. Moderately helpful

6. Cets in my way a

Extremely helpful

lot

Gets in my way a Iot

How helpful is this belief?

3

5

6

How calming is this belief?

3

5

6

3. How flexible is this belief?

3

5

6

1.

4. How safe does this belief make
me feel?

3

4

5

6

5. Does

3

4

5

6

6. Does this belief give me hope?

34

56

34

56

this belief help me
understand myself?

7.

How essential is the belief to
my survival?

8. How well does this belief help

6

me cope?
9. Does the belief help me make

6

sense of the world?

to.

Does this belief help me make

6

decisions?

tt.

Does this belief help me know

what I need for myself?
From Lif e After Trouma, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams, Copyright 20ro by The 6uilford Press.
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to her: "l can't win," "No matter what I do, I'11 feel bad," and "There are no good
choices." As she thought about it further, however, she realized that she only saw
two choices and those were either/or choices. She couldn't.winbecause that meant
her mother had to lose. This is how all-or-nothing thinking often looks. If you only
see two choices, and they are opposites or either/or choices, then all-or-nothing

thlnking

ry a

lot

6
6
6
6

t/1
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is probably at work.

If Maureen took the college course as she wanted, she believed her mother
would be disappointed and that meant Maureen would be a bad daughter. But
doing what her mother wanted meant derrying her own needs and wants. Winning
versus losing is just another version of all-or-nothlng thlnking. When it comes to
power and control issues, all-or-nothing thinking often takes the form of win versus lose, us versLls them, me versus you. But these are not the only available choices.
Maureen also seems to be confused about the boundaries between herself and her
mother. Her mother may also be confused.
As you look at yolrr own answers to the exercises so far, remind yourself about
the sources and limitations of power. You might feel powerless because you are trying to completely control something you can't. For example, in the last chapter we
talked about Bonnie, who did not trust herself to talk about her feelings without
crying. She felt powerless to shut down the wave of emotion that would sweep
through her and make her cry. SUhen Bonnie got to this chapter, she was surprised
to read that what we truly think and feel inside cannot be completely controlled.
She believed she was weak because she could not stop the wave of emotion and
her tears, but she was simply human. She could, in fact, gain more control over
her crying if she learned to listen to the emotion rather than try to shut it down
completely.

6

6

Time Out for Self-Care

6

lf completing the exercises so far has overwhelmed or upset you in any way, take time
out for yourself. Talk to someone or try the relaxation exercises or other self-care
activities suggested elsewhere in this book.

6

Taking Stock

6

6

6

ilford

Press.

Do you feel comfortable with the level of control yor-r have in your own life? Pause
now to consider what you need and want. Do you want to continue working on
issues of power and control? Do you want to put this work aside for now? Feel free
to stop now if you choose. If you prefer to work on other issues right now, feel free
to do so. Exercise 6.4 asks you to take stock of where you are in your work on power
and control. Fill this out as a record, then move on to do whatever you need to do
right now. If you check item 5, then continue on in this chapter by reading the
next section.
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EXERCISE 6.4. Taking Stock

of Your Work on Power and Control

Consider what you think and feel right now. Do you wish to take a break from this
work? Do you wish to continue? Please check the statement that describes your situ-

ation right now

tr t.

My beliefs about power and control are fine. I do not need to think them
through further. I am comfortable with the level of control I feel over my own
actions.

tr z. My beliefs about power, control, and other people are fine. I do not need to
think them through further. I am comfortable with the level of power and
influence I have with other people in my life.

E 3. There are situations in which I might not feel a comfortable level of personal
power and self-control, but I do not want to think through my beliefs about
power and control right now. I can come back to this work whenever I wish.

tr 4. There are situations and ways in which I might not feel a comfortable level of
personal power and influence with others, but I do not want to think through
my beliefs about power and control right now. I can come back to this work
whenever Iwish.

tr 5. I am beginningtothinkaboutwhysome

of my beliefs aboutcontrol and power
do not work. I can continue to work on these beliefs, but I want to move slowly
and carefully. I can stop this work at any time.

tr 6. I am ready to think through

a belief about power and control.

If you checked 5 or 6 above, write down here any beliefs that you may wish to work
on further now or at some future time:
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THINKING THROUGH A BELIEF ABOUT POWER AND CONTROL
The exercises in the rest of this chapter help you look more closely at problems
you may have with power and control. The exercises ask you to think about times
since the trauma when you have felt helpless, out of control, and without choices.
Do not use a traumatic experience in any of these exercises. Remember to take care
of yourself as you answer the questions. Be sure to pay attention to your feelings.
Stop if trauma memories or emotions are triggered or if you might be emotionally
overwhelmed. Take time out for self-care whenever you need it; caring for yourself
is an exercise in personal power.

Choosing Beliefs to Work On
Make a list below of the beliefs you have identified so far that you would like to
think through more completely. Perhaps you have none, one, or several. Write
down any that you have below:

t

For each belief you have written above, complete the questions in Exercise 6.5. This
exercise asks you to review some of the same ground you covered in earlier exer-

with

in which the belief about
power and control influenced your experience. You can use the same situation you
used for identifying that belief or choose anorher situation in which you felt helpless or out of control.
cises, but takes you a step further. Start

a situation

Sort Out the Facts of What Happened
Maureen decided to

think more about her difficulty with her mother

so she used

the same situation she had in Exercise 6.2. For the facts of the situation, Maureen
wrote:

"l told my mother I was thinking

about taking a course. She said that nobody
in their right mind would want to go back to school if they didn't have to. So,
I just shut up and didn't say anything else."

Sort Out the Meaning the Facts Have for You
Maureen was then asked to write down what this situation meant to her. She
;

wrote:
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for Thinking Through a Belief
about Power and Control

EXERCISE 6.5. Steps

The belief you wish to think through:

Sort Out the Facts of What Happened
Think of a particular situation in which this belief may have been a problem. You can
use the same situation you used to identify the belief, or use another situation in
which power or control was an issue. Describe the facts. What happened? What was
the sequence of events?

Sort Out the Meaning the Facts Have for You
How did you interpret this situation? What did it mean to you?

ldentify the Underlying Belief
What lesson did you draw from it about yourself? About other people?

When did you start believing this about yourself or others? Was this incident the first
time? lf not, when and how do you remember first learning this lesson?

Evaluate the Pros and Cons of the Belief

How does believing this make you feel about yourself or others? What does it make
you think about yourself or others?

How does believing this help you or protect you?

From Life After Trauma, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams. Copyright :oro by The Cuilford Press.
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How does believing this hold you back or get in your way?

lmagine Alternative Meanings for the Same Facts
Look back at your description of what happened (the first question above). Are there
other ways to interpret what happened? What else could the situation mean? ls there
an alternative meaning that would fit the facts of what happened? lf so, what is it?

Evaluate the Pros and Cons of the Alternative Meaning

What positive feelings do you have when you think about this alternative meaning?

What negative feelings do you have when you think about this alternative meaning?

Consider How to Check the Accuracy of the Belief
How could you test to see whether or not your belief is true?

How high is the risk if you test the truth of what you believe? How dangerous would

it

be?

What good things might happen if you test the truth of what you believe?

Put the Process in Perspective

Will testing the belief matter 1o years from now? Would it help or hinder you in the
future?

LIFE AFTERTRAUNI]

176

"l

must be weird to want to go back to school.

If I do it, my mother will

be

unhappy and I'11be a bad daughter."

Identify the Underlying Belief
Maureen then was asked to take the meaning one step further to state the lesson
she saw in this experience. She wrote:

"When my mother and I thlnk differently, I can't win. There are no good
choices."

The next question asked Maureen to identify when she had first learned this lesson.
She realized that she'd learned it as a child. A good daughter did what her mother
wanted. When her mother was unhappy with her it meant she was bad. When she
did something her mother didn't approve o( she felt terrible. As she thought about
this, she realized that this wasn't a big problem when she was a child; in those days,
she could "win" by being a good daughter and doing what her mother wanted. It
was only since she grew up and started having her own ideas that the situation
became "no win" for her,

Evaluate the Pros and Cons of the Belief
The next three questions in the exercise asked Maureen how the belief made her
feel about herself, how it helped her, and also how it held her back. The belief made
Maureen feel powerless, but it was generally easy and calming to give in to what
her mother wanted all the time. It was upsetting not to give in. While it helped
her understand herself as a good daughter, it also made her feel hopeless much of
the time. The behef did not help her know what she needed for herself. In fact, the
belief worked against her knowing that or acting on it. Thinking about how the
belief generally held her back rather than helped her gave Maureen an incentive
to think about other ways to interpret what had happened between her and her
mother.

Imagine an Alternative Meaningfor the Same Facts
The exercise next asked Maureen to imagine an alternative way to interpret the
same facts. She found it helpful at this point to go over some of the earlier parts
of this chapter. In particulaq Exercise 6.1 and the section earlier in this chapter
titled "The Sources and Limitations of Personal Power and Control" were helpful
in reminding her of what she could control and what she could not. Maureen had
exercised power when she'd expressed her thoughts to her mother about taking the
course. But when her mother wasn't very positive, Maureen began to feel powerless.

She saw that part of the trouble was described in one of the items in Exercise 6.1:

Regaining Control inYour Life

L77

"to trust what you really feel and think when another disagrees." The items in the
third section of the exercise gave her even more to think about. She knew very well
that she could not completely control other people. She felt she had little conrrol
over other people, such as her mother. lUhat she had trouble believing was that
others, especially her mother, could not control her. \7asn't it a mother's role to
control her children? On the other hand, Maureen wasn't a child anymore. In theory, she knew that people had a right to feel and think differently from each other.
In practice, when it came to someone close such as her mother, she was afraid she
would permanently damage the relationship if she disagreed. Another part of Maureen's dilemma was feeling she could not be "good" and also have enough control
in her life. Maureen will find more to think about on this issue when she reads the
next chapter on self-esteem.
It was hard for Maureen to think of an alternarive meaning ro the incident
with her mother but she finally came up with one. Perhaps it was really about how
much her mother had disliked being in school. Why should her mother care thar
much if she herself didn't have to go back ro school?

Evaluate the Pros and Cons of the Alternative Meaning
When Maureen thought a bit about this alternative meaning, she felt some hope
return. If her mother wasn't a problem, then it would be easier to go ahead and
take the course. On the other hand, what if her belief was right and her mother
was angry or unhappy with her? That would be painful. She'd be back where she
started.

Consider How to Check the Accuracy of the Belief

At first, the only way Maureen could think of to resr the

accuracy of her belief

was to take the course. But this felt high risk. Fortunately, there are almosr always
smaller, lower-risk steps to check out a belief, The simplest way was for Maureen to
ask her mother what she meant. Was she telling Maureen not to take the course?

The worst thing that could happen would be for her mother ro agree that this
is what she meant. If this happened, Maureen didn't have to do anything else.
She could just say, "That's what I thought you probably meant, but I wasn't sure."
Almost any other response from her mother would be a good thing.
Maureen decided to go ahead and ask her mother directly. She thought ahead
about what she was going to ask, and then she called her mother. she said:
"Remember last time we talked and I mentioned that course I was thinking of
taking? I thought you were saying that I shouldn't go back to school. Is that
what you meant?"

Her mother's answer surprised her.
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"I didn't mean you shouldn'ttake the course. Do whatever you want. But it's just
not something l'd want to do. I'm afraid you are going to find out too late you
don't really want to do it either."
Maureen still believed that her mother preferred her not to take the course,
but there was more flexibility than she had anticipated. Her mother seemed to be
backing off a bit in her disapproval. Maureen was still afraid there might be a hlgh
emotional price to pay for taking the course if her mother really didnt want her to.
After a few days, she decided to ask her mother another question. Her question to
her mother was:

"How would you feel about me if I went ahead and took the coursel"

When Maureen asked this, it was her mother's turn to be surprised.

"l didn't

realize how important this seems to be to you. If you took the course,

I'd be worried that you would be in over your head but it's your decision. Al1 I
meant was that I wouldn't want to do it."
Maureen was right to pick up that her mother didn't understand or like the
idea of her taking the course, but Maureen also saw that she was starting to have
an effect on her mother. It surprised Maureen that her mother had not known how
important the idea of taking the course really was to her.

Put the Process in Perspective
Taking the time to carefully think through other possible explanations and perspectives can turn up surprising information. Gathering additional information,
paying closer attention, and asking questions are ways to do this. But it can be difficurlt to imagine actually carrying out any tests on a belief's accllracy. It can help
to step back and consider a long-term perspective. \Vill the outcome of testing a
belief matter in 10 years?

WEIGHING THE EVIDENCE ON BELIEFS ABOUT POWER
AND CONTROL
For Maureen the process of thlnking through her belief and then checking it out
moved along quickly. That may also be your experience for some situations. For
other situations, you may need the following exercises to help you come up with
low.risk ways to collect evidence, rank those ideas by risk, and keep track of the
evidence you collect.
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Brainstorm Ideas for Collecting Evidence

just

e vou

Use Exercise 6.6 to brainstorm ideas on how to collect evidence on a belief's accuracy. Consider the following kinds of low-risk ways to collect evidence:

-

l-ic,

1. Observe events, actions, or people.

l.c

2. Watch others' reactiolls to an event,

.:1"r

action, or person.

3. Notice when you are already carrying out actions that

rl lLr.

produce evidence

about your belief.

:i)

ez-R3
EXERCISE 6.6.

Brainstorm ldeas for Collecting Evidence on a Belief

Create a list of rough ideas for collecting evidence on a belief. The goal is to come up
with some low-risk ways to collect evidence, but be prepared for the first ideas you
have to be high risk. Write them down to get them out of the way. You do not need
to carry out any of the ideas you write down. You will screen these ideas later and discard any you choose. Begin by writing down a belief and an alternative interpretation
on which you want to collect evidence. ln the blank space below write down any and
all ideas that come to mind for how to do this.

I

Belief

:

Alternative interpretation:

ftom Life After Traumo, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams. Copyright
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4. Ask friends questions about their reactions to a third person or event.
5. When it feels safe enough, take a small action with a safe friend that tests
the belief and

see

how the friend reacts.

Rank Ideas by Lowest Risk First
When you have a number of specific ways you could collect evidence, the next
step is to rank them according to risk. You can do this using the blank form in
Exercise 6.7. ln the spaces at the top of the form, write down your existing belief
e,Z-R?

for Testing a Belief
about Power and Control

EXERCISE 6.7. Baby Steps

ln the first blanks below, write down the belief you are thinking of testing and an
alternative interpretation. When you have brainstormed ideas for possible ways to
collect evidence on a belief, rank those ideas by risk, starting with the lowest-risk
ways. List only ways that pose a reasonable risk. Do not list any high-risk ways to collect evidence.
Belief

:

Alternative interpretation:
Least Fe ared Actions/Observations

Most

Fe ared

Actions/Observations
Ac

From Lif e Af ter Traumo, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams. Copyright 2o1o by The Cuilford Press.
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and an alternative interpretation. Then, review your rough brainstorming list and
find the idea with the lowest risk. Remember, you do nor have to carry out on)
of the ideas you've written down. But if you did decide to try one, what would
be the consequences? For which ideas are the worst consequences not that bad?
!7hich idea seems the easiest and the safest to carry out? If you dont have any easy
and safe ideas, you need to go back and do more brainstorming. Otherwise, wrire
down the lowest-risk idea at the top of the baby steps list directly under "Least
Feared Actions/Observations." Then cross that idea off your rough list. Out of the
remaining ideas on your rough brainstorming list, find the one that is now lowest
risk. !7rite that on the second line of the baby steps list and cross it off your rough
brainstorming list. Continue selecting the lowest-risk idea from among those you
have not yet crossed off the brainstorming list. At some point, you may find that
the only ideas left have consequences you are not yet ready to risk. These ideas are
not baby steps and do not belong on the list. You don't have to fiIl the list, rank
only the low- to reasonable-risk ideas you can safely imagine yourself doing.

=l

:o

:\

Carry Out Lowest-Risk Ways to Collect Evidence
When you are ready, you can begin to carry out the observations and tests you have
listed as baby steps.

Record and Weigh the Evidence for and against the Belief
'!7e

enclose two sheets for recording evidence. Exercises 6.8 and 6.9 are basically
the same except that one is for recording evidence of your existing belief and the
other for evidence on the alternative meaning. Remember, you can stop this work
at any time and come back to it at any time.
Many of the lowesprisk ways to collect evidence on a belief involve observation. Carrying this out can be trickier than you think. We tend to notice the facts
that support our beliefs and miss those that do not. For this reason, you need to
test an existing belief and an alternative interpretation together, at the same time.
Do the facts you notice apply to both behefs or only to one and not the other? In
collecting observations as evidence, you need to pay attention to the facts of what
actually happens. This means being able to sort out the facts from your interpretations, thoughts, and feelings about it.

SUMMARIZING YOUR WORK ON POWER AND CONTROL
Consider now what you need for yourself, You can put this workbook aside, or
continue to work on it as you choose. You may move on to the next chapter in the
workbook or you can revisit parts of this or earlier chapters. Feel free to identify
other beliefs about power and control, evaluate them, and test how accurate they
may be. When you are ready to stop your work on power and control for the time
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What Evidence Do You Have
about the Existing Belief?

EXERCISE 6.8.

What evidence do you have about the accuracy of your existing belief? What facts,
words, or actions support the belief? What facts, words, or actions indicate the belief
is inaccurate? Write those down below.
Belief

:

What facts or evidence support this belief as accurate?
1.

2.

3.

What facts or evidence indicate this belief is not accurate?
l.

2.

3.

How sure are you that this belief is accurate? Mark how sure on the following scale.
Use the second evaluation scale later to check on changes in your beliefs in light of
new evidence.
Date:

Accurate
100%

Inaccurate
o%

50%

Date:

Accurate
1oo%

I

50%

naccurate
o%

From Life After Trauma, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams. Copyright 20ro by The 6uilford press.
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What Evidence Do You Have
about the Alternative Meaning?

EXERCISE 5.9.

cts,

lief

What evidence do you have about the accuracy of the alternative meaning? What
facts, words, or actions support the alternative meaning? What facts, words, or
actions indicate the alternative meaning is inaccurate? Write those down below.
Alternative meaning:
What facts or evidence support this interpretation as accurate?
1.

2.

3.

What facts or evidence indicate this interpretation is not accurate?
1.

2.

3.
le.

of

How sure are you that this interpretation is accurate? Mark how sure on the following scale. Use the second evaluation scale later to check on changes in your beliefs in
Iight of new evidence.
Date:

:e

Accurate
too%

I

50%

naccurate
o%

Date:

Accu rate
1oo%

lnaccurate
50%

o%

From Life AfterTraumd, Second Edition, by Dena Rosenbloom and Mary Beth Williams. Copyright 2oio by The Cuilford Press.
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being, complete Exercise 6.10 as a summary of your work. You can retlrrn [o r:: -:
of power and control at any time. Reviewing this summary when you Comc : will give you a sense of where you are and what else you might want to work : -.
Despite how strongly you may feel, you are not helpless. You are oot po\r'c: :
A sense of personal power is there for you to find when you are ready. Povver * ',
not have to be violent, intimidating, threatening, or coercive. It can be cre:.and constructive. This choice is in your power. The basis of your personal p:', ,lies in how well you know yourself, your feelings, and abilities as well as your lir-. :
tions.
Do you remember how it feels to be capable? Do you remember a sen:.
power the first time yor-r rode a bike? Power lies in your abilicies.

There is power in knowing what you feel and think.
There is power in knowing how to comfort yourself.
There is power is expressing yourself.
There is power in the skills with which you express yourself.
There is power in your knowledge of your limitations.

,ll
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EXERCISE

: on.
-erless.

I have identified the

6.to. Summarizing Your Work on Power and Control
following beliefs about power and control:

:r does

:eative

power

limita-

I can

think of the following alternative meanings:

nse of

I have carried out the following steps (mark with X); or I would like in the future to
carry out the following steps (mark with *):

E

wtake a list of what evidence might confirm and/or contradict the existing belief.

C

Organize the list of evidence from least feared/least risky to collect to most feared/
most risky to collect.

E

Carry out the least feared/least risky way to collect evidence.

tr

Keep a record of the evidence

collected-both pro and con.

List here any evidence collected-what did you see or do, and how did it turn out?
Continue adding to this Iist over time, as you become aware of additional evidence.
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