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CONTROL &
ANXIETY

Everybody wants to have control. “I feel so powerless and helpless. Nothing is going the way it is supposed to go. If only I can make things different.  Then, I would be happy and not so angry.”  Tension, anxiety and stress are often the result of beliefs that: I should have and I need to have control in order to take care of myself and the ones I love.
Fact: Nobody has control of things or people outside of themselves. And yet, we are told that we are supposed to be in control. “What is the matter with you? You need to get your kids under control.” We are told this in many ways, from early on, that we need to be in control. “Did you see what your husband was wearing when he left for work? You should check him before he leaves in the morning.” But, what happens when your wife/husband doesn’t do what you think they should do? “But, you said you would have the sink fixed last week.” When you have no control, you are left with feeling anxious, angry, depressed and powerless.
What happens when work is not going the way you think it should go? “The boss is crazy; he doesn’t know what he’s doing!  He causes so much stress in the office.”  “I was so stressed and anxious at my last job, I had to quit.”
Line workers feel powerless because their supervisors tell them what they have to do and when to do it. People who work in middle management feel powerless and controlled because they are caught in the middle. Their bosses tell them what their line workers must be producing and if the line workers don’t produce it, they will get blamed. At the same time, middle-management feels powerless to make the line workers do what they are supposed to do. Top management feels powerless because they are dependent upon their middle-management and line workers, who actually do the work, to produce for them.
What happens when the Government doesn’t do what you think it should do? “Our children and grandchildren are going to be saddled with over 17 trillion dollars of debt and we end up having to pay over 2 trillion in interest every year.” If the government does not do what you think it should do, you end up feeling powerless and anxious because you have no control.  “The people I vote for don’t win because we, who work for a living, are getting buried by those who vote for living.”	 
Look around; there is powerlessness wherever you look. And, it is real. You are powerless to change others. However, your feelings of powerlessness are an illusion!
While your feelings are real, your belief that you should/must have control of things that you cannot control, is an illusion and a major problem for many people. Bad things do happen to good people. People are going to do what they’re going to do, not what you think they should do.	 
Worrying about the future and thinking of all the things that could go wrong is all a part of your need to have control so that you can be safe and happy. But, it does not work and you still end up feeling anxious, stressed and powerless, because you believe that you cannot be happy and fulfilled if the world and the people in it are not doing what you think they should do. 
The problem is that you have tied your feelings to other people’s behavior. As long as they will not do what you think they should do, then you will remain with your feelings of powerlessness, unhappiness and anger.
The alternative to feeling anxious, powerless, unhappy and angry is to recognize and embrace that you are absolutely, totally powerful to change yourself. Focusing on yourself and how you can change gives you the power. Nobody can manipulate you unless you allow it; nobody can change you unless you agree. Just as you cannot change anybody else; nobody can change you, unless you allow it.
The alternative to feeling anxious, powerless, unhappy and angry is to recognize and embrace that you are absolutely, totally powerful to change yourself.
If change is what you want, and if it is really, really important, and all manipulations, threats, and cajoling have failed, you could ask someone to change.  And, if they agree, you will get what you want. Asking directly, without manipulation or hinting, for many people, is the choice of last resort. Here again, you need to check your beliefs, “If you love me, you would know what makes me feel loved.” “If I have to tell you what makes me feel loved, then it is no good.” “It is not the gift; it is the thought that counts.” With beliefs like these, it is no wonder you would feel powerless and frustrated.
Another way to get change in someone is for you to change. The old saying, “If you keep doing what you’ve always done, you keep getting what you’ve always gotten,” has never been truer when it comes to getting change in someone else. If you keep doing what you’ve always done and it’s not working, you might as well be banging your head against a brick wall because nothing is going to change. Let me illustrate.
I married a nurse, and for the first several years of our married life, she would come home and say, “Boy, have I got a headache.” And I, as a dutiful husband, would respond with, “Why don’t you take an aspirin?” And, the fight would begin. “Don’t tell me what to do, I’m a nurse. I know what to do.” After a few years, I could predict what she was going to say, I knew what I was going to say, and I knew how it was going to turn out. Without thinking, we kept doing the same thing over and over and kept getting the same results.
One day she came home and said, “Boy, have I got a headache.” And I again responded with, “Why don’t you take an aspirin?” And, the fight was on, but finally the light dawned. I said, “Stop, stop. Obviously, the way I’m responding to you is not helpful. How do you want me to respond when you tell me you’ve got a headache?” She looked at me in surprise. “I don’t know! Let me think about it for moment.” In a couple of minutes she came back with, “I think what I want from you is for you to tell me, ‘You must have had a hard day. Can I give you a hug?’” As simple as this was, it was hard for me to retrain myself. I had to fail a couple more times before I got it right.
Let me suggest two more examples of changing yourself which results in the other person changing. When my son Darren first entered high school, he met a lot of new friends and he would go over to visit them after school. I started to see some changes in his behavior. 
Darren’s responsibility was to mow the lawn weekly and this had been working quite well until the day that I had to remind him that he needed to get the lawn mowed. What happened next left me almost speechless. He blew up, started yelling and using language that we never have used in our house. While I listened to his tirade, and said nothing in response, he started to calm down. After what seemed an eternity, nothing was said for minute or two; we just stood there looking at each other. Finally, in a bewildered voice I responded with, “Darren, have I ever treated you that way? Then, how is it okay for you to treat me that way?” Darren never had that kind of a meltdown again.
Hate is a word that we never used in our family.  When Darren was 4 years old and in pre-school, he came home one day and I did something he was not happy with and he said, “Daddy, I hate you.”  It took me a minute to get my thoughts together and then, in a strong voice, I responded with, “Yeah Darren, and sometimes I get angry at you too and it is OK, isn’t it?”  He looked at me funny (I do not think that is how they responded to him at school) and went back to playing.
A week or so later, I again did something he was not happy with, and again I heard “Daddy, I hate you.” My response was the same as it was the first time, “Yeah Darren, and sometimes I get angry at you too and it’s OK, isn’t it?” Sometime later, this sequence happened again. My response was always the same, “Yeah Darren, and sometimes I get angry at you too and it’s okay, isn’t it?” The fourth time was about a month later. I again did not live up to his expectations and he was angry but this time Darren said, “Daddy, I’m angry at you.  It’s okay, isn’t it?”
Without ever once yelling at Darren or telling him that he was wrong or bad or had to change, he had learned a new way to express his anger. He never used the word hate again in our home.
You do not have to control others to get them to change!  The key here was twofold: 1) Lead by example.  2) Give others acceptable ways of responding.  
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Both ends of the continuum are unhealthy! 
	
    Never raise their voice								Yelling, name-calling, 										   threats & sarcasm						 
There is a middle ground; no one should have to live with the fear of threats and putdowns. For those who were at the other end of the continuum, it usually becomes even more threatening and scary when in an adult relationship with somebody who is a yeller and a screamer.  For them, it feels like the world is coming to an end.
You will never find the middle ground if you have a need to control others so that you can be okay or happy.  You are wasting your time, because it won’t work. Sure, you can threaten people by the use of conditional love, by threatening to abandon them, or by the use of a gun or knife. However, if you’re going to do that, you had better not turn your back on them!
What does a middle ground look like? Try to imagine something you’ve never seen or heard about. Pretty hard isn’t it? That is what it is like for many people who have never seen or experienced a positive relationship. 
What would a relationship look like where strong emotional feelings were expressed freely? 
· Where feelings of joy, anger, happiness, frustration, sadness and yes, even depression were freely shared and accepted by each person?
· Where people did not try to give you answers when you were just trying to tell them how your day went?
· Where people did not expect you to know what they were feeling or thinking?  “If you loved me, you would know what I think/feel/want you to do.” “If I have to tell you, it doesn’t make it any good.” 
· Where people did not tell you what you were feeling?
·  Where people spoke in the “I am” and not in the “you are?”
· Where people would not take things personally? 
·  Where people check out with you to find out if they understood what you were saying, the way you meant it before reacting?
· Where people no longer blamed others for their emotions or behaviors?
·  Where people accepted that the only person they can change is themselves?
The dilemma in creating a healthy relationship is that probably neither one of you were raised in families where these traits were common. Neither one of you has ever seen or even imagined a relationship built on the above principles.  So, how do you go about getting the relationship that you want without manipulation or coercion?
The first step is to find someone who is willing to learn these principles with you. That is not always an easy step. They may believe that learning something new means that they were wrong to start with and that brings up their fear of abandonment and rejection. They may not say it this way but, “If it was good enough for my parents, it’s good enough for me.”
Second, you both have to make a commitment to hold each other’s “feet to the fire.” Learning something new is never easy and will take commitment and patience until the new behaviors are established. 
Think about it as learning a new language. This is a project that you must be willing to take on for the rest of your life. Your reward will be having much less anxiety and conflict in your life.
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