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Learned Helplessness

Learned helplessness is what happens when a person has become so entangled in an abusive situation 
that they no longer believe there is a way out of it - even if there actually is. Their way of dealing with 
it is simply to resign themselves to the fact that there is no escape and simply try to deal with it as well 
as they possibly can. We see this in abused children - who really don't have a way to escape - and it's 
often a component of narcissism. Narcissists are of course generally abused children who were unable 
to mature, so this makes sense. This is part of the reason why narcissists behave as if life and 
circumstance are something that just happens to them, rather than as something they have any control 
over or input in. They are struggling with learned helplessness.

Though it's common in certain types of personalities, anyone can be affected by learned helplessness. 
People who suffer from learned helplessness have been conditioned to believe that they cannot change 
the way things are. They have learned to be helpless, in other words. Because of this, they have 
essentially given up trying and simply endure things. There is often a large amount of depression 
involved with learned helplessness, as well as a big component of anger. People who are operating 
under the conditioning of learned helplessness are often passive-aggressive. This is because they don't 
feel they can confront or change the situation and they are angry about that. A lot of times hoarding is a 
passive-aggressive attempt to express hostility because a person feels they cannot express it any other 
way. Many hoarding situations are created by a toxic environment.

For instance, a person who has a very abusive spouse may have become conditioned to believe that 
they cannot get away, and that they cannot change the situation. That's learned helplessness. As a result 
of this conditioned state of being and the abuse that caused it, they are hurt, they are depressed and they
are angry. They don't feel safe or comfortable confronting their abuser, they don't feel they can leave 
and they don't feel they can express their feelings. So they do something to try and vent their rage or 
hurt their abuser indirectly, such as letting the house become filthy or fall into disrepair. This is a "safe"
way to vent their feelings. That anger is still there, even if they have given up trying to change their 
situation. In fact, people may even be angrier because of that. Regardless of the person and regardless 
of the mechanism, these feelings have to come out somehow, and eventually they will.

We often see the same kind of "passive resistance" or "passive retaliation" in narcissists, especially 
covert narcissists. As mentioned above, narcissists are often dealing with learned helplessness as well. 
Narcissists that were victims of childhood abuse were taught that they had no control over anything that
happened. But whereas most people are able to mature at least somewhat from that mindset, the 
narcissist's arrested development has resulted in their being stuck in it. They feel they cannot do 
anything right and worse, that there is no escape from the horrible, negative way they experience life in
general. These types of narcissists may be very uncomfortable with feelings and with asserting 
themselves; they may be very repressed in general, but they have just as much rage, shame and self-
hatred as more overt personalities. They may fear rejection more than the more malignant types of 
narcissist as well. Because they are so reluctant to assert themselves, though, they often don't have the 
outlet for these feelings that their more overt counterparts have. This results in passive-aggressive 
attacks against other people as a way to resolve and vent their hostility safely. Because passive-
aggressive behavior is by definition not overt or assertive, there is a built-in deniability factor. A person
can simply deny they have a hostile or aggressive motive and there is no way to prove they do.
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Because of the way their disorder functions, we often see passive-aggressive behavior from narcissists 
when they are asked to do something. Due to their learned helplessness and the trauma that caused it, 
this narcissist believes anything they do will fail. So they adopt a defensive strategy of: "If I can do 
nothing right, then I will do nothing at all. And I will make sure no one asks me to do anything." They 
are angry at being asked to do something, both because it exposes their insecurity and because their 
artificially-inflated ego resents it. They feel pressured to comply and unable to say no, either because to
refuse would be at odds with their projected false image or because they are otherwise uncomfortable 
doing so. When asked to do something, the narcissist's insecurity may be provoked (I can't do anything
right!). This instantaneously triggers the egotistical rage reaction (I shouldn't have to do anything 
because I'm better than that!) This second reaction is a cover up. It's a mask to hide the insecurity. All 
of the grandiosity, entitlement and self-focus we see in a narcissist is a defense mechanism against the 
conditioned and ingrained idea that they have no control over anything and no escape from it. Much of 
their hostility is also the direct result of feeling so helpless and out of control inside. They attempt to 
bully, dominate and control to counteract these feelings. Passive-aggressive behavior is simply another 
way to achieve this when overt hostility is not possible for whatever reason. Like so many things 
regarding narcissists and their disorders, their experience with learned helplessness and passive-
aggressive behavior is complicated by other things and can be extremely difficult to untangle, 
especially when compared to a non-narcissistic person facing the same issues.

Not just narcissists are passive-aggressive, though, and passive-aggressive behavior is not always 
caused by helplessness learned in childhood. Anybody can be passive-aggressive depending on the 
circumstances, and most people probably have been at some point in time. It becomes a more difficult 
problem when it becomes a lifelong pattern, though, and this is usually due to childhood conditioning. 
An adult who suffered an abusive relationship and became conditioned to react with learned 
helplessness and passive aggression may heal more quickly than someone who has had these patterns 
ingrained into them since birth and knows no other way to be.

For example, we often see this type of lifelong behavioral pattern in co-dependent people, and for the 
same reason we see it in narcissists: learned helplessness. Co-dependent people were often conditioned 
by abuse, neglect or an otherwise hostile environment in childhood, the same way narcissists were. In a
capricious and invalidating environment, children become conditioned to believe that they have no 
control over anything, and that nothing they do can change or fix anything. So they stop trying. They 
give up in self-defense and focus on simply navigating their confusing, inconsistent world the best they
can. They learn that it's not possible to fight the system, so they don't. They simply try to exist and 
make it through the day. This understandable; children really are helpless. The issues come when this 
temporary way of managing becomes a permanent way to deal, even though the person is no longer 
helpless.

Learned helplessness can be a large roadblock in healing for people. It isn't just present in narcissists or
co-dependent personalities. Anyone of any age can be conditioned this way. It can be difficult to 
overcome this kind of programming, though it is by no means impossible. One of the biggest parts of 
the problem is removing the apathy that often results from learned helplessness. After so many years of 
feeling there is nothing they can do, many people simply check out. They may be depressed or simply 
detached. Another difficulty is that it can be hard to suddenly jump in to having control and taking 
responsibility when for years you did not realize you even had any. In many ways, it's safer to be 
helpless because if you are helpless, you are also not responsible. This is the dynamic we often see with
narcissists, and is the same dynamic we see at play in a passive-aggressive behavior called feigned 
inefficiency. This is when a person behaves as though they don't know how to do something so that 
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they will not be required to take responsibility for something they don't want - or feel unable to - to 
take responsibility for.

Reprogramming learned helplessness can be difficult, especially when a person is forced to confront 
the times in their life when they were not helpless yet still failed to act. There can be a lot of pain and 
guilt attached to this, and a person may be subconsciously holding on to their helplessness in an attempt
to escape these things. However, facing them is necessary to grow and understand that as adults, people
are not helpless. They can and do have a choice, in nearly every situation that could present itself. It 
may be difficult to acknowledge these things, but taking a more active role in your own life is never 
going to be wrong. It all begins and ends with what you believe. It sounds cliche, but what you tell 
yourself really does matter. In order to use the power, you first have to understand that you have it.
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Repairing Self-Esteem & Healing Learned Helplessness

Rebuilding self-esteem is a multi-faceted process and it does take time but here is one technique that 
can help a lot. It also helps combat learned helplessness, which is often a large component in the 
breakdown of self-esteem.

We all know what self-esteem is. It's how you feel about yourself. But just as a quick refresher, learned 
helplessness is what happens when a person has been unsuccessful in meeting their own needs or 
changing their own situation for so long that they don't feel there is any point in trying. They have 
learned to be helpless, in other words. It's conditioning that is often the result of abuse, and it can be 
difficult to break, especially when someone doesn't realize it's a problem and especially in conjunction 
with low self-esteem.

The way to start repairing both of these things is to take control, both of your life and your feelings. No
one is responsible for your feelings or your life but you, and no one can fix these things but you. A 
great way to start doing that is by making goals. They don't have to be anything big or fancy. In fact, it's
better to set smaller, more achievable goals. If your goal is large, you can break it down into steps so 
that it is less overwhelming and you will have more of a sense of accomplishment as you achieve each 
step.

For example, let's say your goal is to move out of your family's home because you have a narcissistic 
parent. To do this, maybe you need to become more self-sufficient. Now, "become self-sufficient" is a 
great goal, but there is a lot to that and it can seem overwhelming. So maybe you break it down. What 
do you need to do to become self-sufficient? Well, you need a job, so that can be goal number one. 
Maybe you need a driver's license, so that can be a goal. Doing it that way helps break down something
that seems overwhelming and impossible into things that are totally achievable. Doing it one step at a 
time is much more manageable than facing everything at once. You can't do all the steps at once 
anyway, so it makes sense to look at it one thing at a time.

If your goal is to save $5000 to put as a down payment on a new house, that $5000 can look pretty big 
when you are starting at $0. So maybe your goal can be to save $400 a month, or $100 a week, or 
however small you need to break it down. The point is not about the size of the goal. It's to feel a sense 
of achievement and that comes when you feel you are making progress.

If you don't have any larger goals right now, that's OK. You can make a goal out of anything. "Today I 
will go the whole day without eating sweets" or "Today I will clean out my car." Or "Today I will not 
think negative thoughts about my life." Tomorrow I think we will talk about negative self-talk, because 
that plays a big role here as well. When you achieve your goals, it helps to remind you that you are not 
helpless, that you can make decisions and that you can effect change. You did effect change. Your car 
was dirty and now it's clean - because of you. Some people might not think that's a big enough goal to 
matter, but it all matters. It also helps you feel better about yourself when you accomplish what you set 
out to do.

This way of thinking is especially helpful when you are trying to break trauma bonds and separate 
yourself from narcissistic or otherwise toxic people. As with any other addiction, thinking about the 
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whole situation can be very overwhelming and this can lead to just giving up because it seems too hard,
so focus on what needs to happen to successfully get through the week, or the day, or the hour. Deal 
with things when you get to them. Don't worry obsessively about something that has not happened, or 
that is not going to happen for a long time. Fear and worry contribute hugely to feeling helpless, so 
while of course you have to be cognizant of consequences for the things you do, worrying excessively 
about them does not help when making a decision or dealing with one already made.

Worrying about something never made it any easier. That can actually induce a type of fear paralysis, 
where someone psyches themselves out of doing anything at all. Consider the outcomes of what you 
are doing and prepare for them as best you can, but don't borrow trouble. Deal with things when they 
happen. Just because you think something is going to happen a certain way doesn't mean it will, and 
even if it does, you can handle it. You're not as fragile as you think you are, or are afraid you are. You 
made it this far, right?

So for some homework, why don't you write down a few goals for yourself? They can be daily, weekly,
monthly, a one time thing, whatever you want to do. They can be anything you want. Keep them with 
you, or hang them on the mirror... however you want to do it where you will see them and be reminded 
that you are not helpless and that you are absolutely capable of doing these things. Because seriously... 
if you can hang in there with a narcissist or other toxic type and keep trying for months or even years to
get through to this person, think of what you will accomplish when you apply that energy and drive to 
yourself. You will be unstoppable.
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What Causes Negativity

Negativity can come from a few different places. It may the result of negativity absorbed as a child, it 
may be the result of fear and excessive worry, it can even be that someone just has a more pessimistic 
type of personality. The one thing all of these reasons have in common though, is that in each case, 
negativity is a habit.

One good thing about negativity is that it's not a mysterious or complex thing the majority of the time. 
It's origins are usually pretty simple. Regardless of the reason or reasons behind it, negativity is 
generally just another habit people have gotten into over time. For example, fear is a very powerful 
motivator and a lot of negativity is simply fear in disguise. Fear is very important. Without fear we 
would do things like walk out in front of traffic or take ridiculous risks and get hurt. However, there 
can come a time when the mind becomes too overprotective. Fear should stop you from dying. It 
should not stop you from living. A lot of times, there will be something someone really wants to do but 
negative thoughts end up changing their mind. This is because of fear. Let's say there is a job you really
want to take and you really think you'd be perfect for it. But oh, here come those negative thoughts.

Yeah, but it's kind of far away.

Yeah, but they probably wouldn't hire me anyway.

Yeah, but I probably wouldn't be any good at it.

These things are actually fear, probably fear of change or fear of failure. People can even be afraid of 
success. It's important to evaluate and challenge all of your reasons (both for and against something) to 
make sure they are valid and not just your mind creating negativity because you are afraid of 
something.

The key to changing negative thoughts is to find out where they are coming from and then change your 
reaction to that. If they are coming from fear, you would need to find out what the fear is based on and 
address that. If they are the result of criticism or abuse and invalidation in childhood, that needs to be 
processed so that you can move on. After you address the root cause, you can break the habit and 
change your reaction to situations that are going on now. It's not always as difficult as it sounds. Often 
once these things are faced, their power over you becomes greatly reduced. So much of what we are 
and what we do is habit and learned behavior, even how we react emotionally. That's one the best 
things about it, because habits can be broken and new ways can be learned.

Let's say you are walking down the street and a guy frowns at you as he walks by. If you are prone to 
negative thoughts, you may think you must have done something to cause this, or you may think to 
yourself that this person must be a jerk. You might let it upset you, or ruin your day. A more realistic 
way to see it would be that the guy probably did that for reasons of his own that have nothing to do 
with you, since you don't know him and he doesn't know you. Maybe he didn't even realize he was 
doing it. There is no reason to personalize the behavior of others, especially in situations where the 
facts don't support that conclusion.
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All it really takes is awareness and a willingness to challenge yourself. This is one reason narcissists 
have so much trouble changing anything. They are in such deep denial of so many things and their self-
awareness is so limited that they cannot look at their behavior or observe their thoughts the way that 
non-narcissistic people can. Because of this, they can never see where they are going wrong, even if 
they wanted to. One of the key things that is required to change any type of behavior or thinking pattern
is challenging conclusions so you can decide if you are being reasonable and realistic or not. They are 
not able to perceive things realistically and they cannot even formulate - let alone withstand - any 
challenges to their conclusions or beliefs anyway. Even working with someone who does this for them 
is usually extremely problematic. It will still likely end in denial, abuse and anger because to challenge 
their beliefs is to threaten their false image, and that cannot be tolerated. If their conclusions and beliefs
are being challenged, that must meant they are wrong. If you can never be wrong, you can never learn 
anything. In order to change and learn and grow, you can't be afraid to be wrong, and narcissists most 
definitely are. They must always be perceived as correct and flawless. To be seen otherwise is to be 
exposed as a failure, and they fear that probably more than anything else.

For non-narcissistic people, the process of unraveling negative thoughts and their causes is usually a lot
less complicated. Most non-narcissistic people are not in such deep denial and their perception is a lot 
clearer than people who have a narcissistic disorder. There links to two different free printable 
worksheets at the end of this article that can help you in this process if you'd like to use them. 
Challenging your thoughts may seem odd when you are not used to it, but people usually see the 
benefits of doing it pretty quickly. You might be surprised when you learn how much of what we all do 
is really just a habitual reaction - even our own thoughts and how we think. It's so empowering to learn 
that because it means that you can change it if you don't like it. And seriously, is there anything more 
powerful than that?
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How to Stop Negative Self-Talk & Putting Yourself Down

Negative self-talk is something a lot of people deal with, but many don't even realize they're doing it. 
It's sort of become an ingrained thing. A habit, basically. This is why people have the same negative 
thoughts all the time. It's just a habit, not the truth. Luckily, it's not a permanent thing. A lot of times all 
it takes is awareness of the situation and the power it has over you is greatly reduced. This is something
narcissists have a lot of trouble with. They have immense trouble defeating negative self-talk.

The overall concept here is not really so much about positive thinking, per se, but more about not 
letting your negative self-talk defeat you. Negative self-talk is often caused by low self-esteem. It also 
reinforces low self-esteem, so it becomes a vicious cycle that can be difficult to break, especially 
because so many people don't realize they are even doing it.

For example, when a mistake is made - even a small or unimportant one - many people will berate 
themselves. They will say things to themselves like, "Oh, you're so stupid!" or "Geez, could you be any
more clumsy?" This type of negative self-talk can be pretty damaging to your self-esteem. So much of 
who and what we are depends on our thoughts, and if your thoughts are so negative, it's kind of hard to 
be happy or feel good about anything. It also often starts a snowball effect, where one small mistake 
suddenly results in a mental recitation of every flaw and every thing a person ever did wrong. This kind
of thing really serves no purpose, other than to make you feel bad about yourself. You can't grow or 
learn in that state of mind. It's not helpful or productive, and hopefully one of your new goals is not to 
engage in behaviors that aren't helpful or productive anymore.

So much effort goes into negative self-talk, effort that could be used for much more productive things. 
So how do you know if what you are saying is too negative? A good rule of thumb is, "If you wouldn't 
say it to a friend, don't say it to yourself." This sounds silly, but think about it for a second. Would you 
look at a friend and say, "Holy cow, you are so fat!" Of course not. So why say it to yourself? Most 
people wouldn't even say something like that to someone they hated. You probably don't hate yourself, 
so let's lighten it up a little. Be your own friend. You deserve the same love and kindness from yourself 
that you give to other people. By that same token, if a friend were saying these things, would you 
agree? If a friend said, "Oh my goodness, I accidentally put a red sock in with my white laundry, I'm so
stupid!" would you say, "Yeah, you really are an idiot!" Of course not. You'd say, "Oh, it isn't that big of
a deal and it was just an accident. Don't worry about it."

Another kind of negative talk is saying the kind of things to yourself that, while not necessarily 
insulting or abusive, are negative and make it very hard to be happy or successful. These would be 
things like, "Oh, this is going to be a terrible day" or "This is never going to work out" or "That's never 
going to happen." These kinds of things are self-defeating and serve no purpose except to make you 
feel defeated. Worse, they have set the scene before it even happens. It can create a situation where 
people have sabotaged themselves before they've even started. It's hard to feel - or be - successful with 
that kind of inner landscape. Our thoughts really do create our reality. This isn't just New Age mumbo 
jumbo, or magical thinking. Our perception shapes our experience and if our thoughts are negative, our 
perceptions of experiences will be, too. Instead of focusing on the positive aspects of things, which is 
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much more productive, we end up focusing on the negative aspects of things or obsessing over some 
flaw or mistake of ours that others may not have even noticed. It's like that saying: We can be sad that 
rose bushes have thorns or we can be happy that thorn bushes have roses. The bush has not changed. 
Only the way you see it has. It really is all in how you look at it.

There are a few ways to combat negative self-talk. The first thing to do would be maybe to write out 
some of your thoughts. The more you focus and pay attention, the more negative thoughts you will 
probably notice, and you may be very surprised by how many of them are not only negative but 
exaggerated, distorted or just plain not true. Once you have pinpointed the negative thoughts, you can 
start assessing them. Are your thoughts factual? Are you jumping to conclusions? Is there maybe 
another way to look at the situation that you hadn't thought of? Is the situation really as bad as you 
think it is? By challenging your negative thoughts, you test their accuracy. A lot of negative thinking is 
assumption and jumping to conclusions. By testing the accuracy of your thoughts, you can take a step 
back from your assumptions. You will often find that they are in fact not accurate, or that the situation 
is not as bad as you thought it was. Doing this can help you stop negative self-talk in its tracks, since 
many times the only reason it has such a foothold in your mind is because it was an unnoticed habit.

That's why even after you've identified and challenged your negative thinking, you may still find 
yourself doing it. Habits are hard to break! The best way to change this is to change the way you're 
reacting to things. Instead of having an emotional reaction, focus on having a factual one instead. So 
instead of saying to yourself, "Oh my gosh, I put a red sock in with the white clothes and now they're 
all pink! I'm so stupid!" you can say, "Well, I made a mistake but I know not to do that again. Next time
I will be more careful sorting the clothes." Responding to situations this way cuts off the emotional 
reaction and forces you to look at things more factually, which gives you clearer perception - both of 
the event and the severity of it. Is a mistake with the laundry really an indictment of your character? Of 
course not. It's just a reaction, it's not reality. With a little practice, you can stop reacting like that. As 
listeners of this show know, not reacting emotionally to things can be difficult at first but it's 100% 
possible and gets easier over time. Reacting emotionally is, in it's own way, just as much of a habit as 
anything else we as human beings do, and habits can be broken.

The key to defeating self-talk is to remember that you are not your thoughts. You are not your feelings. 
These things are not reality or some unimpeachable truth. They're just thoughts. They're just feelings. 
They don't define you, and they don't control you. A lot of times, they're just habit. With a little bit of 
practice, you can control them and then your mind will be working for you, not against you.
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Practicing Gratitude to Heal Abuse & Negative Thinking

As we go about our daily lives, we can sometimes get bogged down by the mundane or unpleasant 
things that happen and we can forget how much we have to be grateful for. And even in the darkest 
times of your life, there are still things to be grateful for. Sometimes finding them can be the difference 
between making it through these times and not, so it's a good idea to get in the habit of practicing 
gratefulness every day. If you are feeling truly grateful, it's hard to be unhappy - even when things are 
not going as well as they could be.

Practicing gratitude has other benefits as well. People who practice gratitude are less self-centered, less 
judgmental, more generous, happier and it helps fight depression, too. Narcissists are a great example 
of the truth of these things. They are grateful for nothing and they are miserable people who never feel 
like anything is enough. Their life is a constant struggle to fill that emptiness. This is the same struggle 
many people face to varying degrees, whether they are narcissistic or not. Because of the society we 
live in, many people have come to believe that getting or owning more things will make them happy, or
that a perfect romance is going to come along and complete. People are looking outside of themselves 
for validation and completion. And they are not finding it, because the truth is, if what you already have
doesn't make you happy, what makes you think more will?

This is where practicing gratitude comes in. It's learning to appreciate and be grateful for what you 
already have. Not just material things but also spiritually, emotionally or any other way. For example, 
when you're deciding whether or not you can afford the latest model car, remember to be grateful that 
you already have one when so many others don't. There are so many people in so many different 
situations in this world. While you shouldn't feel guilty for that, practicing gratitude is a way to remind 
yourself that things aren't as bad as we sometimes imagine them to be.

It can be hard to get started on this if you're not used to it, but there are a few ways you can get started 
living more intentionally and practicing gratitude. You could create a daily list of things to be grateful 
for, or even just one thing and make it different every day. The point is not just to read it, but to write it 
and really think about it. This helps you see how many things there really are. You could create what's 
called a gratitude jar, and every day write something on a piece of paper that you are truly grateful for. 
Then at the end of the week or the month or however you would like to do it, you can read over them. 
You can meditate and use that time to think about the things you are grateful for, or think about it 
before you go to sleep. Maybe when you wake up, you can go over your goals for the day and add 
something to be grateful for. You might say, "Today my goal is to pinpoint my negative thoughts and I 
am grateful that I have this opportunity to make my life better."

It might sound silly or small, but try it for a week and see the difference it makes. It really is about 
simply switching the focus of your mind from one way of looking at things to another. It's possible. It 
just takes practice. Remember that these things are mostly just habits and new habits are just as easy to 
create as old ones.

There are so many things, from the big to the small, for which to practice gratitude. If you ate today, 
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you can be grateful you ate, because so many didn't. If you didn't eat, you can be grateful you can 
breath when so many others cannot. Every day we are alive and walking around on this earth is a day to
practice gratitude. There are so many amazing things about life and living. If someone only ever 
focuses on what they don't have and what they can't do, they will always be unhappy. There is always 
something you can't do. There will always be things you don't have. If you can learn to be happy with 
what you already have, everything else is a bonus.
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Challenging Negative Thoughts || VIDEO WORKSHOP ||

Click the image to watch the workshop
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5AWIHBbRjRY
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