
			[image: Cover of At the Breakpoint by Montse Rovira & Jorge Calvo]
		
	



		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		

		
			[image: ]

			Libros de Cabecera

			www.librosdecabecera.com

			Libros de Cabecera aims to provide businesspeople, managers, consultants, entrepreneurs, students and anyone interested in the world of business and economics, with contents that inspire action in the world of business and management.

			Our philosophy is that of rigorous dissemination, combining precision in the treatment of topics with easy-to-follow writing that helps readers to put the conclusions and suggestions of the authors into practice. We believe that informative and entertaining texts can be serious and rigorous.

			Although many of our authors are new writers, they are all experts in the subjects they discuss. Our publishing team, composed of professionals who combine publishing skills with a broad knowledge of the business world, works together with them to ensure that each book we publish meets the parameters of excellence, simplicity, and action orientation.

			Our collections consist of practical manuals, thematic books, examples of best practices, topical essays, and academic texts with an informative tone.

			In short, our ambition is for all our books to be read and to be the reference on the subject they deal with. We hope, dear reader, that this will also happen to you with this book.

			We are at your disposal at: editorial@librosdecabecera.com 
Also on  [image: ]: @libroscabecera

			

			At the Breakpoint

			Managing your Mind 
when the Stakes are High

			Montse Rovira
Jorge Calvo

			Libros de Cabecera

			Temáticos

			www.librosdecabecera.com

			Barcelona – Madrid

			

			This book was originally published by Libros de Cabecera in April 2025 under the title ¿Al borde de un ataque de nervios? Cómo liderar bajo presión y manejar la incertidumbre cuando estás al mando.

			 

			First edition: June 2025

			 

			© 2025 Montserrat Rovira Sieres & Jorge Calvo García

			© 2025 Libros de Cabecera S.L. 

			53 Rambla de Catalunya, 7th floor G 

			08007 Barcelona (Spain)

			www.librosdecabecera.com 

			 

			All rights reserved. Partial or total reproduction of this work by any means or process, including photocopying and computer processing, and distribution of copies released by rental or public lending is strictly prohibited without written permission from the copyright holders, under penalty of law.

			 

			Any form of reproduction, distribution, public communication or transformation of this work can only be carried out with the express consent of its owners, unless otherwise stipulated by law. Please contact CEDRO (Spanish Reproduction Rights Center, www.cedro.org) if you need to photocopy or scan a fragment of this work.

			 

			Collection design: Nèlia Creixell

			Cover design: Nèlia Creixell

			Editor: Virtuts Angulo

			Layout: Nèlia Creixell

			 

			ISBN (paperback): 978-84-129872-6-3

			eISBN (ebook): 978-84-129872-7-0

			THEMA: VSPQ

			BISAC: PSY013000

			

			Expert Reviews

			 

			“A revealing and deeply transformative work. The authors have masterfully combined their knowledge and experience into an essential guide for anyone seeking to understand and manage their mind and emotions—whether in their personal life or in a leadership role.”

			Dr. Leonor Lega | Professor of Psychology, Saint Peter’s University (NJ, USA) | Official Biographer of Albert Ellis

			“A work thoughtfully written and designed for business leaders who need new tools and skills to navigate decision-making in a time of profound uncertainty.”

			Marta Blanco | President, International Relations Commission, CEOE (Spanish Confederation of Business Organizations), Madrid

			“A splendid work that will undoubtedly spark important conversations. It’s essential reading for anyone looking to turn psychological strengths into dependable habits for managing emotions and behaviors under pressure, uncertainty, or conflict.”

			Prof. Dr. Manuel Sanchis | Professor of Applied Economics, 
University of Valencia |
Author of The Poverty of Economics: The Philosophical Anatomy of an Empty Rationality

			“This book delivers a clear and practical perspective on managing pressure in high-stakes environments. Using REBT, it equips readers with tools to foster more resilient and effective leadership. A must-read for decision-makers under pressure.”

			Dr. Jaime Martín | Executive Director, Refining & Chemicals Division, Repsol, Madrid

			“With AI becoming omnipresent in our lives, we’re entering an age where intelligence for problem-solving is abundant. What’s scarce—and increasingly vital—is the capacity of people (and especially leaders) to manage emotions with authenticity. Rovira and Calvo offer timely clarity on this emerging leadership imperative.”

			Ivan Bofarull | Speaker and expert in disruptive innovation | Chief Innovation Officer and Professor at ESADE Business School, Barcelona–Madrid | Author of Moonshot Thinking: Turn Disruption into Opportunity

			“This book addresses the emotional challenges leaders face—loneliness, vulnerability, and resistance to change—offering practical tools to help overcome them. A must-read for leaders when they need it most.”

			José M. Fornós | Executive Vice President, Tenneco Inc., Detroit

			“This book introduces an innovative perspective on leadership, highlighting the transformative potential of leaders who integrate emotional management with reflective thinking.”

			Dr. Luis Barrio Tato| Economist–Auditor
Dr. Sandra Barrio Carvajal |Auditor, Chamber of Auditors of Andalusia
Co-authors of Emotional Auditing of Organizations: Risk Management and Control

			

			“Leadership isn’t only about influence and strategy—it’s also about awareness, balance, and self-knowledge. This book merges modern psychology with Zen and Stoic wisdom, providing a practical yet profound approach to leading with presence and clarity. You’ll learn to listen to emotions without resistance, to guide without imposing, and to trust the process without clinging to the outcome. An essential read for purposeful leaders.”

			Matthieu Boeche |Serial Entrepreneur, Strategic Advisor, Venture Capitalist & Co-founder at meditation collective™, Paris – Tokyo

			“This book is a vital resource for those seeking to transform pressure into well-being. Grounded in REBT, it offers a clear path to reduce avoidable suffering and lead with greater serenity and effectiveness.”

			Eduardo Díez | Clinical Psychologist, Engineer, ESADE MBA, and Coach, Barcelona | Author of From Helplessness to Freedom: Improve Your Life with NLP

		

		

		
			This book is for anyone who has ever felt the weight of leadership—while grappling with doubt, pressure, or the quiet burden of personal expectations.

			It’s for those who strive to lead with clarity and purpose, even when stress, fear, or uncertainty cloud the way forward.

			It’s for those who, in difficult moments, choose not to give up—but instead to grow, reflect, and reconnect with the inner strength that fuels both effective leadership and personal well-being.

			With heartfelt gratitude to Maria, Esther, and Clara—your presence, warmth, and steady support have been a source of calm and inspiration beyond what words can express.
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			Introduction 
Leading with a Clear Mind When Pressure Hits

			In the business world, success is often equated with being strong, confident, and always in control. But behind the glass walls of executive offices, many leaders silently face intense pressure, fear of failure, uncertainty, and the isolation that comes with being at the top. Common sense may suggest slowing down or disconnecting—but let’s be honest, that’s rarely an option. The business must keep moving, people rely on its success, and the team looks to the leader for direction. This adds another layer of pressure—one that’s seldom discussed but deeply felt.

			No one is immune. Whether you’re a CEO, manager, entrepreneur, or seasoned professional, difficult moments will test your emotional resilience and mental clarity. Constant expectations, tough decisions, evolving team dynamics, and performance demands can weigh heavily. If not managed well, that stress can turn into anxiety, restlessness, or even burnout.

			It doesn’t matter how experienced you are—pressure and uncertainty are part of the leadership journey. What truly sets exceptional leaders apart is how they respond in those moments. That’s where rational leadership comes in: it’s about leading with a clear mind, staying composed under pressure, and managing emotions in a healthy, constructive way.

			This book introduces a science-based, clinically tested model that proves vulnerability isn’t a weakness—it’s part of being human. Emotional regulation isn’t just about feeling better; it’s about performing better. When you learn to stay clear-headed, you foster stronger teams, a healthier work culture, and sustainable results. 

			

			REBT: A Smarter Way to Lead

			Many people don’t realize that a simple shift in mindset can transform how they lead—and how they live. It’s called rational thinking, and it’s a skill every leader can (and should) develop to grow both professionally and personally.

			Developed by Dr. Albert Ellis through Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), this approach is grounded in a powerful idea: it’s not what happens to us that determines how we feel—it’s how we interpret it. Our thoughts shape our emotions more than the external world ever could. That’s why rational thinking is a game-changer for leadership.

			Clear, realistic thinking isn’t just useful—it’s essential. It enables leaders to navigate stress, setbacks, and pressure without being overwhelmed by emotion. Rather than suppressing feelings, rational leaders respond with calm and resilience. This leads to better decisions, stronger relationships, and protection from the pitfalls of perfectionism, burnout, and constant approval-seeking.

			REBT equips leaders with tools to shift their mindset—to quiet the inner critic, challenge unrealistic expectations, and respond with grounded confidence. Even outside of crisis situations, this mindset helps leaders stay steady when challenges arise.

			In this book, we’ve distilled the key principles of REBT and tailored them for leadership and high-pressure environments. Because when you lead yourself well, you lead others better—with purpose, composure, and genuine confidence.

			Self-Confidence Starts in Your Head

			Great leadership isn’t just about achieving goals—it’s about mastering your mindset. The way you think influences everything: how you feel, how you behave, and how you lead. That’s what makes cognitive self-management so powerful. It’s the ability to recognize and shift unproductive thought patterns—so you can lead with authentic confidence.

			

			Confidence isn’t just an emotion—it’s a force. It’s that steady inner voice that says, “I know I’m built for this.” But amid the chaos of daily leadership—conflict, pressure, and constant decisions—it’s easy to lose touch with that voice. Doubt sneaks in. Burnout builds. And that inner spark? It starts to fade.

			Here’s the truth: your confidence never truly disappears—it just gets buried under stress and noise. The good news? You have the power to reconnect with it. True self-confidence doesn’t come from knowing exactly what lies ahead—it comes from trusting yourself to handle whatever comes your way. You don’t need all the answers right now—just the belief that you can figure things out as they unfold.

			Ancient Wisdom Meets Modern Science

			We’re not reinventing the wheel. The concept of self-awareness has deep roots—think Buddhism’s Chitta, Judaism’s Emuna, Taoism’s Wu Wei, or Zen’s Satori. For centuries, these traditions have emphasized the importance of knowing oneself. What’s new is that modern cognitive psychology has taken these timeless insights and supported them with the principles of the scientific method—falsifiability, reproducibility, rigor, and verifiability—creating an evidence-based approach that’s widely validated. We may not have every answer, but we bring the insight and expertise needed to help leaders develop unshakable mental strength—the kind that drives exceptional emotional resilience.

			As we’ll show in this book, your personality is shaped by a blend of genetics, upbringing, beliefs, and life experiences—all of which influence how you see the world, how you think, and how you lead. Understanding these patterns is essential to restoring your confidence.

			Two Worlds, One Approach

			This book brings together two powerful perspectives: one from a PhD clinical psychologist and researcher—trained at the Albert Ellis Institute in New York and the Beck Institute in Philadelphia—with deep expertise in emotional crisis management; and the other from a PhD in economics and business—trained in strategy and general management at Harvard Business School and now Vice Dean at GLOBIS University in Tokyo—an executive and academic leader with decades of global experience guiding leaders through high-stakes decisions and disruptive change.

			Together, we invite you on a transformative journey to discover how REBT can serve as a powerful tool for modern leadership. In today’s fast-paced and demanding world, cultivating a resilient and adaptable mindset isn’t optional—it’s essential. By challenging rigid beliefs like “I must be perfect” or “Failure isn’t acceptable,” leaders can unlock a more genuine, effective, and sustainable style of leadership—one that aligns both with career goals and personal well-being.

			The chapters ahead feature compelling, real-life-inspired stories of leaders, managers, and entrepreneurs as they navigate a range of emotional and psychological challenges. These stories draw on the Rashomon effect—named after the iconic Japanese story adapted to film by Akira Kurosawa—where a single event is perceived differently by each individual, shaped by their beliefs and experiences. Through these narratives, you’ll see how perception shapes reality—and how shifting perception can transform outcomes. Each case not only highlights a challenge but also shows how REBT tools can help leaders break through emotional blocks to regain clarity, confidence, and control.

			This approach allows us to explore each scenario through both psychological and strategic lenses—revealing the deep connections between thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. You’ll see how REBT can turn internal struggle into meaningful breakthroughs—converting emotional turbulence into long-term personal growth. As the book progresses, we’ll gradually deepen your understanding of REBT. That’s why we recommend reading the cases in sequence—so each new insight builds naturally on the last, without redundancy or overwhelm. The chapter order is intentionally designed to help you master REBT principles step by step, while reflecting on diverse challenges and practical solutions.

			We hope this book becomes more than just a resource—it becomes a trusted companion on your leadership journey. A source of insight and reflection as you learn to lead with greater balance, authenticity, and intention. Because ultimately, great leadership doesn’t come from projecting strength—it comes from cultivating it within. From a mind that can pause, reset, and respond with wisdom and purpose.

			The Book Overview

			This book is divided into three parts, designed to take you on a transformative journey: understanding the psychology behind leadership, navigating real-world challenges, and applying practical tools to push beyond your personal limits. Each section supports your growth—not just as a leader, but as a whole person.

			Section I: The Mind at the Core of Leadership: We begin by exploring how effective leadership starts with mastering your mindset. You’ll discover the difference between rational and irrational beliefs and how these shape both your professional and personal life.

			Section II: Leaders Confronting Real Challenges: This section features powerful, anonymized stories from real leaders, illustrating how irrational beliefs can influence—and often hinder—leadership. Topics include impostor syndrome, high stress, burnout, and the ongoing struggle to maintain work-life balance. You’ll learn practical strategies for overcoming these common obstacles.

			Section III: Leading with Purpose—Beyond Personal Limits: Here, we explore how rational, purpose-driven leadership can impact not just your team, but your entire organization and community. Drawing from the insights of Albert Ellis, Peter Drucker, and Stephen Covey, this section demonstrates how true leadership inspires lasting change beyond personal achievement.

			You’ll also find practical tools, including the 7 CLEAVER Habits, to help you apply REBT in your everyday leadership. These strategies will support better decision-making and emotional resilience, especially in high-pressure environments.

			The book concludes with an epilogue on transcendent leadership and includes an appendix featuring the M-RIBS Scale, which helps assess how your thinking patterns influence both performance and mental well-being.

			

			We hope this book encourages you to embrace a new model of leadership—one that empowers you to manage your mindset and realize your full potential. Thank you for allowing us to be part of your leadership journey. If you ever wish to connect or need support, we’re here for you. Leadership is a lifelong process, and we’re honored to support your continued growth.

			Section I 
The Mind at the Core of Leadership

			Chapter 1 
Beyond Success

			The Premise of Effective Leadership

			We begin with a simple yet transformative premise: mastering your thoughts is essential to mastering leadership. Great leaders don’t merely act strategically—they think with intention. By recognizing the nature of their thoughts, understanding how these thoughts influence emotions and behavior, and learning to shift those that are limiting, leaders can unlock their full emotional potential.

			Leadership is both an external pursuit and an internal journey. While business schools provide critical technical, strategic, and interpersonal skills, these alone are not enough. Today’s leadership challenges demand more than expertise—they require deep self-awareness. The true challenge lies not just in managing emotions in the moment but in uncovering and reshaping the unconscious beliefs that drive them—beliefs like fear of failure, relentless self-criticism, or a profound sense of vulnerability. 

			The Hidden Cognitive Mechanisms 

			Leaders may know what they’re thinking—but not always why. The emotional and behavioral patterns they experience often stem from cognitive mechanisms that operate beneath conscious awareness. Without clarity about these inner processes, it’s easy to misread emotional turbulence or stress as personal weakness or a lack of capacity. In truth, it’s not a flaw—it’s simply a gap in understanding how the mind functions.

			Just because we don’t fully understand these internal dynamics doesn’t mean they aren’t active. They operate like the electricity behind a machine—unseen yet constantly running. Stress behaves similarly: triggered by deep-seated, often irrational beliefs that act automatically and unconsciously, much like a heartbeat or breath. This misunderstanding has led many to believe that cognitive habits—recurring thought patterns—are hardwired and unchangeable. However, both clinical research and psychological practice reveal a more empowering reality: these habits aren’t biologically fixed—they’re learned through experience. And what’s learned can be unlearned—and reshaped.

			With the right tools, consistent effort, and genuine commitment, thought patterns can be rewired. Like software, our minds can be reprogrammed. At the core of this transformation lies self-confidence—not as arrogance, but as the original, clear sense of self we’re all born with. Over time, this clarity may become clouded by life’s challenges and limiting beliefs. Yet it remains a powerful source of inner strength that, once reclaimed, enables leaders to think boldly, connect with emotional authenticity, and lead with meaningful purpose.

			Leadership in VUCA Times

			We are living in a time of extraordinary challenges for leaders—what Richard Boyatzis and Annie McKee describe as a VUCA environment: volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. These times are marked by rapid acceleration and disruptive change, including the dawn of a new artificial intelligence era, particularly within the business world. Leaders today must navigate a constantly shifting landscape, facing external pressures such as market instability and organizational complexity, while also contending with internal struggles like perfectionism, excessive self-criticism, and the emotional weight of high-stakes decisions. In this context, we must ask: how can leaders remain grounded in their roles without compromising their emotional well-being? And why do so many, despite access to abundant resources, hesitate to seek psychological support when they need it most? Part of the answer lies in the cultivation of self-confidence.

			Leadership today demands more than just belief in one’s abilities—it requires the confidence to face uncertainty. In today’s VUCA world, true leadership strength lies in acknowledging limitations, reaching out for support when needed, and moving forward with the confidence that both the known and the unknown can be faced.

			The Dynamic Balance of Leadership

			At REBT, we don’t strive for a static sense of balance; instead, we learn to cope with life’s inherent instability—what we refer to as an “unstable equilibrium.” True balance means being able to shift between extremes without becoming stuck in either. There is no perfect midpoint where we can remain forever—neither frozen in panic nor suspended in unshakable calm. Life doesn’t function that way, and neither does leadership.

			Balance is dynamic, not fixed. Panic will pass, and calm will fade. What matters is our ability to respond effectively. Leadership involves knowing when to apply pressure for optimal results and when to ease off before the pressure becomes counterproductive. It’s the wisdom to act before reaching the extremes that can entrap us. Balance isn’t passive detachment or emotional overwhelm—it’s an active, fluid process. A continuous dance—intentionally imbalanced, constantly adjusting, and grounded in the resilience of self-confidence.

			A Unique Approach to Leadership Development

			The approach outlined in this book addresses the distinct psychological challenges leaders and managers often face. Their personal struggles, cultural backgrounds, and high expectations create a reality that requires a different path than traditional psychotherapy. By “traditional therapy,” we refer to methods that focus mainly on emotional relief but may lack tools for achieving rapid, lasting change. In contrast, REBT offers a powerful, practical framework for effectively tackling leadership challenges.

			One of the most valued aspects of REBT is its focus on the present. Instead of digging into the past to uncover the roots of current issues, we begin with the here and now looking forward. If you’re experiencing anxiety, poor sleep, or irritability, we address those issues directly, starting from your current reality. Rather than asking, “Why is this happening to me?” we focus on the more productive question: “This is happening—so now what? What can I do about it?” By shifting the focus to action, the “why” often reveals itself naturally. This outcome-driven approach resonates especially well with leaders, where time is limited and results matter.

			At the heart of REBT are logic, clarity, and common sense. We apply a practical, straightforward method that helps leaders identify and change irrational beliefs. This often sparks a powerful “aha” moment—when they realize a new way of thinking was always within reach. We avoid unnecessary complexity and focus on solving real-world problems with tools that are easy to apply and yield fast results.

			There are no frills. No pointless exercises, spiritual retreats, group catharsis, or forced introspection. No endless checklists or buzzwords about emotional control or the overused idea of the “inner child.” Emotions aren’t managed through rituals—they’re handled with clear, effective thinking. And clear thinking takes practice. The brain is the vehicle, the will is the tool, and persistence—combined with open-mindedness—drives the process. The more committed you are, the faster the transformation, which is both agile and profound.

			The Preventive Nature of REBT

			REBT is inherently preventive. Once these skills are developed, setbacks become rare. By uncovering hidden insights and applying them practically, the mind begins to operate with greater efficiency and confidence. Old, irrational thought patterns lose their grip, while new perspectives emerge—unlocking a wide range of possibilities. This mental clarity and emotional balance begin to influence every area of life: decision-making, relationships, risk-taking, and more—both now and in the future.

			The learning process is guided by a clear, actionable plan. Mental and emotional elements of leadership come together in a dynamic approach summed up by: “As we think, we feel; as we feel, we live.” We don’t view emotions as external forces to resist, nor do we rely on the shallow optimism of “positive thinking” or get caught in endless emotional analysis. There are no empty affirmations meant to inspire change—instead, we focus on practical tools that deliver real, lasting results.

			

			We draw on the inherent strengths every leader possesses and use them to convert potential into performance. A rational leader is someone who has been guided to reach their full capacity—thinking, acting, and feeling with alignment. This transformation happens through a structured, straightforward method that’s both simple and highly effective. The emphasis is on clear, measurable goals and a proven process to achieve them. This isn’t about vague promises—it’s about actionable techniques that integrate thought, emotion, and behavior into a continuous cycle of growth and confidence.

			We are committed to real change. A true leader recognizes the need for personal transformation—whether it comes from internal reflection or external feedback. Many are already aware of their weaknesses—perhaps from a personal SWOT analysis—but knowing what needs to change is only the first step. REBT offers the tools and expertise to turn that awareness into meaningful progress. What was once hidden becomes clear, confidence builds, and emotional turbulence settles. Goals shift from static targets to dynamic elements of personal evolution. Because goals are limitless, we learn to embrace the ongoing journey. Change is progressive—and so is joy.

			Clearing Up Some Ideas

			We work from effectiveness to efficiency—right here, right now, in real time. When individuals embrace the core principles of open-mindedness, commitment, and perseverance, they often experience near-instant transformation. Open-mindedness is the gateway to recognizing that, in many cases, we simply haven’t learned how to think well.

			This realization can be intellectually challenging for leaders, who may confuse intelligence with rationality. As we will explore—and as you’ll see through the stories of our protagonists—it’s entirely possible to be highly intelligent yet irrational. Many of the most well-known leaders, both historical and contemporary, exemplify this paradox.

			Being rational means thinking in a way that is appropriate. Appropriate for what? For maintaining a balanced mental and emotional life, and for making decisions that move us closer to our goals. In this sense, rationality becomes synonymous with pragmatism and functionality.

			It’s common to meet individuals who are rational in some areas of life but not in others. Consider the manager who thrives at work but struggles personally. In counseling, we often encounter people who are admired professionally yet feel ignored, ridiculed, or misunderstood in their personal lives.

			Open-mindedness is essential to accepting that if change is needed, it must begin within. Once you start making internal shifts, your environment often responds quickly—and self-confidence begins to grow. Throughout this process, we reject any form of determinism. While the past may shape us, it does not define or confine us. Our experiences may condition our beliefs—about ourselves (“I am a failure”), others (“My team is incompetent”), or life in general (“Life is a constant struggle”). But the past only holds as much weight as we give it.

			We also reject the notion of genetic determinism. Psychology has long described personality as a blend of two core elements: temperament (which is inherited) and character (which is shaped by experience). We often hear statements like “Character can’t be changed,” or “This child has their father’s character,” but these are myths—collective irrational beliefs we’ve mistakenly accepted as fact.

			At REBT, we adopt the personality model proposed by Dr. Albert Ellis. According to Ellis, personality is like a fuzzy set—a mathematical concept where an element can partially belong to multiple sets. This makes personality flexible, allowing us to shift from one state to another. We are not inherently anxious; we experience anxiety in moments. Similarly, depression is not a fixed trait—it’s a reversible state, not a permanent identity.

			Abandoning determinism is a liberating insight for leaders. It reveals that while circumstances may sometimes overwhelm us, they are not the root cause of our distress. External factors influence us, but they do not determine our outcomes. The ability to change lies within us—if we learn how to access and harness it. We may not control every outcome, but we can shape our trajectory.

			

			In REBT, there are no “patients.” The term suggests passivity and suffering—qualities inconsistent with leadership. A leader is active, dynamic, and results-oriented—driven to understand and act. That same drive should apply to personal growth, psychological development, and applied learning. Leaders don’t need to be passive in their own development; in fact, a certain impatience can be powerful when it fuels reflection, self-awareness, and decisive action.

			REBT invites you to adopt a new life philosophy. It goes beyond symptom relief or dwelling on past emotions—it’s about creating meaningful, conscious change in how you think, feel, and act, ultimately building a strong, resilient personality.

			How are REBT strategies brought to life for leaders? Through a psychoeducational approach. It’s “psycho” because it equips leaders with essential insights into how the mind works and the psychological patterns that often go unnoticed. And it’s “educational” because it’s not about collecting theory—it’s about gaining practical skills that deliver real results.

			In our model, education isn’t about information transfer—it’s about activating the latent capabilities within you. The most effective leaders aren’t those who simply know more; they’re those who apply their knowledge with clarity and purpose. Knowledge that stays in your head—or sits gathering dust—won’t drive performance or spark transformation. Action will.

			So, where does the journey begin? It starts with a powerful truth: the mind is the engine behind all leadership development.

			Chapter 2 
Leadership and Irrational Beliefs 

			Responsible and effective leadership extends far beyond holding a managerial title or occupying a role within an organization. True leadership involves influencing others, making informed decisions, and guiding teams toward a shared goal. This influence can take various forms throughout an organization.

			Leadership can be classified in several ways. Formal leadership refers to individuals who hold an official position of authority, while informal leadership emerges when someone without a designated title motivates and inspires others through their expertise, charisma, or insight. In business settings, we also encounter strategic leadership, where leaders define the organization’s long-term direction, and operational leadership, which centers on executing daily plans and managing teams.

			At a personal level, situational leadership is essential, requiring leaders to adapt their style to the needs of the team or the situation at hand. For instance, a leader may take a more directive approach during a crisis yet shift to a collaborative style in environments that demand creativity and innovation. Moreover, influential leadership can come from anyone—regardless of title—by inspiring others or serving as a subject-matter expert.

			Anyone, from senior executives to individual contributors with specialized knowledge, can step into a leadership role when needed. However, taking on this role—whether formally or informally—often brings considerable pressure, which can lead to stress and confusion. Feeling overwhelmed as a leader is not limited to the C-suite; anyone responsible for critical decisions or who influences others may experience this. Whether it’s a project manager making fast-paced decisions or a consultant whose insights shape key outcomes, leadership pressure exists at all levels. If not managed effectively, these pressures can result in psychological strain.

			

			Through his work in Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), Albert Ellis identified eleven irrational beliefs that commonly lead to emotional distress and reduced performance. In this chapter, we’ll explore how these irrational beliefs manifest in leadership—impacting both those in formal roles and individuals who influence decisions informally. Drawing on real-world business scenarios, we’ll examine how these beliefs can undermine a leader’s ability to manage stress, make sound judgments, and lead with confidence. These beliefs fall into three core categories, which we’ll explore in more detail:

			•I. Personal Perspective: Beliefs that shape self-worth and influence how leaders interpret their own successes and failures.

			•II. Relational Perspective: Beliefs that impact how leaders relate to others and manage expectations and behaviors.

			•III. Life and Self Perspective: Beliefs that influence one’s worldview and perceptions of success, failure, and control over circumstances.

			I. Personal perspective: 
How I see myself 

			At this level, irrational beliefs directly influence a leader’s self-perception, affecting both decision-making and self-assessment in challenging situations.

			•Belief 1: I need to be loved and approved by everyone who is significant to me

			This is one of the most common and harmful beliefs a leader can hold, as it creates emotional dependency on external validation. Many leaders mistakenly believe that their success depends on being liked by everyone around them, which leads to ongoing anxiety and self-doubt.

			For example, in the workplace, a leader who feels compelled to please everyone may avoid making difficult but necessary decisions, such as laying off staff or adjusting targets. They might think, “If I make unpopular choices, I’ll lose my team’s respect and approval—and I’ll fail as a leader.” This need for universal approval undermines their ability to make tough decisions and lead with clarity and confidence.

			•Belief 2: To be worthwhile, I must be highly competent and successful in everything I do

			This belief drives perfectionism and sets unreasonably high standards, often resulting in chronic self-criticism. Many leaders feel intense pressure to avoid mistakes and excel in every domain, fueling constant anxiety.

			For instance, a manager overseeing multiple projects may become anxious when things don’t go perfectly, thinking, “If I fail in one area, I’m not a good leader.” This mindset leads people to overextend themselves, taking on more than they can manage. As a result, the risk of burnout and costly errors increases.

			•Belief 3: One must constantly worry about the problems of others

			An excessive tendency to worry about others often results in emotional exhaustion, as worry is mistakenly equated with responsibility.

			In a business context, a manager may feel it’s their duty to constantly stress over their team’s well-being. They might think, “If I don’t care deeply about their issues, I’m not a good leader.” This mindset becomes emotionally draining and limits their capacity to lead effectively.

			II. Relationship Perspective: 
How I see myself in relation to others

			Irrational beliefs in this area shape how leaders interpret their interactions with team members, peers, and superiors. These beliefs influence expectations, conflict resolution, and reactions to mistakes made by others.

			

			•Belief 4: Certain people are inherently bad and should be severely punished for their mistakes

			Moral absolutism about others’ errors can lead to overly punitive decisions that harm the work environment. Believing that people who fail must be punished fosters fear and tension.

			For example, a manager sees a team member make a costly mistake and thinks, “This is unacceptable—this person is incompetent and needs to be punished.” Such a punitive mindset creates anxiety and stifles a culture of growth and learning.

			•Belief 5: I need someone strong to lean on

			While seeking support is healthy, over-reliance on others for validation or decisions can hinder effective leadership. Thinking you can’t lead without someone else’s backing creates insecurity and slows progress.

			In a business setting, a leader who hesitates to act without their boss’s approval might think, “I can’t do this alone—I need my boss’s support.” This dependence delays decision-making and signals a lack of trust in one’s own judgment.

			•Belief 6: It should be easier to avoid certain problems than to confront them

			Avoiding difficult issues is an irrational belief that prevents leaders from facing challenges directly. This mindset often results in unresolved problems that weaken team cohesion.

			For example, a manager avoids addressing a team member who consistently misses deadlines, thinking, “If I bring it up, it will just create more conflict.” This avoidance allows the problem to continue, harming both morale and productivity.

			

			III. Perspective on Life and Self: 
How I See the World and My Role in It

			These irrational beliefs influence a leader’s overall worldview, shaping how they interpret circumstances and perceive their control over external events.

			•Belief 7: My past completely determines my present and future

			Believing that past failures dictate future outcomes can lead to resignation and fear of new challenges. This mindset restricts both personal and professional development.

			For example, a manager who failed in a previous project might avoid new opportunities, thinking, “I failed before, so I’ll probably fail again.” This belief reinforces self-doubt and blocks growth.

			•Belief 8: My well-being depends on external factors, and there’s nothing I can do about it

			This belief fosters a victim mindset, in which external circumstances are seen as the sole source of stress, leading to helplessness and inaction.

			A manager under pressure might think, “My job is too demanding—there’s nothing I can do to feel better.” This thinking leaves them feeling powerless and prevents them from making proactive changes to improve their situation.

			•Belief 9: It’s catastrophic if things don’t go my way

			This belief exaggerates the impact of setbacks, leading to heightened emotional responses and poor decision-making.

			For example, when an operations manager experiences a project delay due to technical issues, they might think, “This is a disaster—everything’s falling apart.” This catastrophizing prevents them from staying focused and solution oriented.

			•Belief 10: If something could be dangerous, I must worry about it constantly

			

			Persistent worry about potential threats drains mental energy and disrupts clear thinking.

			For instance, a leader preoccupied with fears of an economic downturn might think, “If I stop worrying, something bad will happen.” This constant anxiety interferes with productive, forward-looking decision-making.

			•Belief 11: There must be a perfect solution to every problem, and failing to find it would be a disaster

			Perfectionism can immobilize leaders who believe that anything less than the perfect solution will lead to failure. This often results in delays, frustration, and indecision.

			A manager facing an operational challenge might think, “If I don’t find the perfect answer, everything will collapse.” This belief prevents timely action and progress.

			The Caveman in Our Minds: 
How Cognitive Processes Shape Leadership

			In today’s fast-paced leadership landscape—where decisions must be made quickly, and pressure is a constant—understanding how our minds work is crucial. Our minds can be both our greatest ally and our most formidable obstacle.

			REBT (suggests that irrational beliefs influence not only our thoughts but also our emotions and behaviors. To illustrate this, we can use the metaphor of the “mental caveman,” representing our instinctive tendency to react impulsively and irrationally in the face of challenges.

			This idea aligns with the Dual Process Theory of the Mind—a foundational framework for understanding how beliefs are formed and how they affect our professional lives. According to this theory, the mind operates through two distinct systems:

			•System 1 (The Caveman): Fast, automatic, emotional, and reliant on mental shortcuts. This is the brain’s “autopilot” mode, where we depend on ingrained patterns and cognitive biases. In this metaphor, the caveman reacts on impulse, seeking quick fixes—often based on flawed logic.

			•System 2 (The Reflective Thinker): Slow, deliberate, logical, and conscious. This system demands time, effort, and focus. Though it’s more taxing to engage, it helps us evaluate and refine the decisions made by System 1. However, System 2 typically activates only when something goes wrong—or when the caveman encounters a challenge he can’t resolve instinctively.

			In leadership, understanding how these two cognitive systems operate enables leaders to make more thoughtful and balanced decisions, helping them sidestep the pitfalls of automatic, irrational reactions. A well-known example of this dynamic is Shane Frederick’s famous puzzle:

			A baseball bat and ball together cost $1.10. 

			If the bat costs $1 more than the ball, how much does the ball cost?

			System 1, being fast and impulsive, often leads us to incorrectly assume that the ball costs 10 cents. Only when System 2, the slower and more deliberate system, is engaged do we arrive at the correct answer: the ball costs 5 cents. This example highlights that intelligence alone doesn’t prevent mistakes; we must actively engage in rational thinking.

			The Concept of Dysrationalia in Decision-Making

			Keith Stanovich coined the term dysrationalia to describe the inability to think and act rationally despite having the cognitive skills and intelligence to do so. This is especially common in high-pressure environments like leadership, where quick decisions are often necessary. Leaders can fall into the trap of relying too heavily on System 1, or their “inner caveman.” Michael’s case perfectly illustrates how this automatic thinking can undermine effective leadership.

			This aligns with the REBT perspective, which asserts that irrational biases—often triggered automatically—are responsible for much of the emotional distress we experience. The mind tends to operate with irrational beliefs such as, “I must be perfect in everything I do,” or “I can’t stand it when things don’t go my way.” These beliefs are activated by System 1, leading to anxiety and emotional disruption.

			The Role of System 2 in Cognitive Restructuring

			One of the core goals of REBT is to help individuals identify and challenge these irrational beliefs, replacing them with more rational, adaptive thoughts. This is where System 2 comes into play. Cognitive restructuring, as proposed by REBT, seeks to engage System 2, shifting away from automatic reactions toward conscious, rational thinking. As Albert Ellis said:

			“Much of what we call emotion is nothing more or less than a particular form—a bias, prejudice, or extreme evaluation—of thinking”.

			This paradigm emphasizes the interconnectedness of thinking, feeling, and acting. Leaders who fail to manage their irrational beliefs risk emotional burnout, which affects both well-being and performance. Conversely, those who consciously cultivate a rational mindset build greater emotional resilience and enhanced leadership capability.

			Leading with the Mind, Not the Caveman

			The key takeaway from this approach is that leaders cannot rely solely on intelligence or experience to make effective decisions under pressure. While we are capable of rational thinking, much of the time we are driven by automatic impulses shaped by irrational beliefs. REBT offers powerful tools to identify these cognitive traps and strengthen System 2, enabling leaders to make more thoughtful decisions aligned with their long-term goals.

			In essence, leading with the mind means recognizing when the “caveman” is in control and taking deliberate steps to engage in reflective thinking. Only then can leaders avoid impulsive decisions and manage stress in a healthier, more productive way.

			Let’s Practice REBT 

			Have you ever found yourself identifying with any of the eleven irrational beliefs? Have there been times when the mental caveman—your brain’s System 1—took control without your awareness? Have these automatic impulses influenced your leadership decisions? Have you noticed similar patterns in others?

			As you’ll see in the following chapters, recognizing these irrational beliefs is the first step to effectively managing them. By reframing your thoughts rationally, you can challenge the caveman’s impulsive biases and engage the more thoughtful, deliberate processes of System 2.

			Rationalizing your thoughts doesn’t mean eliminating emotions—it means learning to manage them, evaluate them more effectively, and protect your well-being. When you replace irrational beliefs with more balanced perspectives, you become a more composed leader, even under pressure. Leadership isn’t about perfection; it’s about managing emotions, adapting to circumstances, and acting with clarity—especially in critical moments.

			Moreover, recognizing these beliefs in others allows you to better understand your team’s emotions and behavior. Leading with empathy and rationality fosters a more collaborative and productive work environment built on trust. Leading from the mind means blending reflective thinking with emotional intelligence to develop a more conscious and effective leadership style.

			Throughout this book, we’ll explore real-life cases of leaders facing high-pressure situations and emotional challenges. We’ll use REBT to analyze how irrational beliefs impact their well-being and performance—and examine how they respond using approaches that navigate the tensions and relationships in the corporate world.

			We invite you to reflect on the experiences of the leaders in this book, identifying the irrational beliefs present in each case. This process will help you anticipate your own stressful situations and prepare to manage them proactively. Ultimately, you are the main character in this journey. You’ll gain deeper insight into why certain challenges affect you and how to overcome them. By identifying the irrational beliefs that influence your leadership—and learning the tools to address them—you’ll be better equipped to become a truly authentic leader within your organization.

			Chapter 3 
Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy Applied to Leadership

			As we’ve seen, REBT asserts that emotions and behaviors, despite their complexity, can be understood and modified through cognition. In other words, our emotional and behavioral responses result from cognitive processes—both conscious and unconscious. By changing these thought patterns, we can alter how we respond. What we think directly influences how we feel and act.

			The ABC(DEF) model, developed by Albert Ellis, serves as the foundation of REBT interventions. This model is designed to transform emotional and behavioral responses by identifying and reshaping beliefs. The acronym ABC(DEF) stands for: Activating Event (A), Beliefs (B), Consequences (C), Disputing (D), Effective New Beliefs (E), and new Functional Outcomes (F).

			The model explains that individuals encounter various activating events (A), which in turn trigger rational or irrational beliefs (B). These beliefs then lead to emotional, behavioral, physiological, and cognitive consequences (C). Activating events may be external (e.g., a workplace incident) or internal (e.g., a passing thought). If the beliefs about the event are rational, the resulting consequences are healthy and adaptive. Conversely, if the beliefs are irrational, the consequences tend to be maladaptive and damaging. Consider this example:

			A (Activating Event): “I walked past my boss—or someone important to me—and he didn’t acknowledge me.”

			B (Irrational Belief): “He must be angry with me because the report I sent didn’t meet his expectations.”

			C (Emotional and Mental Consequence): “I feel anxious and can’t stop replaying what I might have done wrong.”

			

			Once these emotional consequences (C) are triggered, they can become a new activating event (A1), initiating a cycle of negative thoughts:

			A1: “I keep thinking my boss is rejecting me.”

			B1 (New Irrational Belief): “I’m incompetent. I should’ve done a better job. I’m going to lose my position.”

			C1 (New Emotional Consequence): “I feel guilty for not working harder.”

			As this cycle repeats, new irrational beliefs (B1) may generate secondary or “meta” consequences, such as guilt or metacognitive responses (thoughts about one’s thoughts). These meta-consequences can amplify the emotional response or give rise to new distressing emotions like anxiety or hopelessness. What may have started as a neutral or ambiguous situation can spiral into a cascade of mental (e.g., rumination), emotional (e.g., fear, guilt), and behavioral (e.g., withdrawal) consequences.

			REBT’s cognitive restructuring process focuses on helping individuals recognize irrational beliefs (IB) and actively dispute (D) them. This critical process enables dysfunctional beliefs to be replaced with more rational, effective ones (E), leading to healthier psychological functioning. The outcome is a more balanced and functional set of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive responses (F).

			How to Implement this Methodology

			This methodology follows a six-step process, beginning with identifying the triggering event and concluding with achieving healthy functioning. Let’s break it down:

			1.Identify the Activating Event (A): The first step is to recognize the event that triggered the emotional response. For example, in our scenario, the triggering event is the boss not greeting the employee.

			2.Identify Irrational Beliefs (B): Once the event is identified, the next step is to pinpoint the irrational beliefs associated with it.

			

			3.Examine the Consequences (C): Analyze the emotional, behavioral, mental, and physiological consequences of these beliefs. In this example, the consequences include anxiety, intrusive thoughts, and excessive worry.

			4.Dispute Irrational Beliefs (D): This step involves challenging and questioning those irrational beliefs. For instance, ask yourself, “What evidence do I have that my boss is angry?” or “Is it reasonable to assume he’s upset just because he didn’t greet me?”

			5.Reformulate and Adopt Rational Beliefs (E): After disputing the irrational belief, replace it with a more balanced and rational one. Instead of thinking, “I’m going to lose my job,” a healthier belief might be, “My boss may be having a rough day, but that doesn’t mean I’ve done something wrong.”

			6.Achieve Healthy Functioning (F): By replacing irrational beliefs with rational alternatives, emotional balance is restored. This leads to more constructive behavior and a realistic, adaptive view of the situation.

			Step 1: Identifying the Activating Event (A)

			The first step in the process is to observe the situation objectively, without adding interpretation or judgment. For example, imagine you’re reviewing a recorded scene from an office security camera. In this case, the activating event (A) might be: “The boss walks past the employee and doesn’t acknowledge him.” Here, interpretations like “He’s ignoring me” or “He must be distracted” are deliberately set aside.

			It’s important to recognize that the triggering event doesn’t necessarily involve a superior-subordinate dynamic. It could involve a colleague, a client, a team member, or even a friend—anyone who holds personal or professional significance. The event, in its most neutral form, is simply: “They pass each other, and the boss doesn’t greet the employee.”

			

			Activating Events (A)

			Activating events (A) are experiences that can be described objectively. These events fall into three categories:

			•Objective situations: Observable external events.

			•Current thoughts, feelings, and behaviors related to those external events.

			•Past thoughts or memories that arise in connection with the current situation.

			Thus, A can be either external (what happens) or internal (how I think about what happens). Other elements can also serve as activating events, including internal sensations like pain or physiological symptoms related to stress (e.g., a racing heart, shortness of breath, dizziness), which can trigger anxious thoughts.

			For example:

			A: Feeling your heart race

			B: “I’m going to have a heart attack!”

			C: Fear

			One of the features that sets REBT apart from other cognitive therapies is its inclusion of inferences as part of the activating events. Inferences are deductive thoughts that may be true or false—and they can themselves serve as new triggering events (A). In fact, some suggest renaming the A component in the ABC(DEF) model to “Adversity,” as it captures not only objective facts but also the interpretive lens through which those facts are viewed. For instance, in the scenario “The boss didn’t say hello,” the inference might be: “My boss is angry with me.” The emotional reaction doesn’t stem from the lack of a greeting itself, but from the inferred belief that the boss is upset.

			

			Four Main Types of Irrational Beliefs

			Albert Ellis initially identified eleven common irrational beliefs among his clients. Later, in 1994, he organized them into four categories of irrational cognitive processes that operate in a chain:

			1.Demands (DEM) and Corresponding Inferences: These are rigid, absolute expectations framed in terms like “I must,” “I should,” “I ought,” or “I need.” For example: “I need my boss to always acknowledge me.” Ellis coined the term necessity-tis to describe this mindset—believing that certain things are vital necessities rather than preferences.

			2.Catastrophizing (CAT): This involves interpreting a situation as the worst possible outcome. For example: “It would be terrible if my boss didn’t accept me.” Words like “terrible,” “catastrophic,” “awful”, or “the worst” are common here.

			3.Global Negative Evaluation (GNE) or Condemnation: These are sweeping, harsh judgments about oneself, others, or the world. For instance: “I’m a total failure if I’m not recognized,” “My boss is a bad person,” or “This company is a disaster.”

			4.Low Frustration Tolerance (LFT): This belief suggests that one cannot handle discomfort or frustration. For example: “I can’t stand my boss.” It’s expressed in phrases like “He’s unbearable,” “I can’t take it anymore,” or “I just can’t deal with this.”

			Application of Irrational Processes in an Example

			Let’s look at how these irrational processes might play out in a real-world situation:

			•A (Event): “I just saw my boss, and he didn’t say hello.”

			•DEM (Demand): “I need my boss to always show that he values and acknowledges me.”

			•CAT (Catastrophizing): “It’s horrible that he didn’t greet me.”

			•LFT (Low Frustration Tolerance): “I can’t stand it.”

			

			•GNE (Global Negative Evaluation): “I’m a failure,” “My boss is mean,” “This company is a mess.”

			In short, an initial irrational belief—such as “I must always be accepted”—leads to the conclusion that it would be terrible if that need isn’t met, which then leads to the belief that it’s intolerable, and ultimately to a global negative judgment about oneself or others.

			De-Dramatizing Irrational Beliefs

			To make these concepts more approachable and less intimidating, Ellis coined lighthearted terms to describe irrational thinking patterns. These include:

			•Must-turbation: The habit of making absolute demands (“musts”).

			•Necessity-tis: The belief that something is essential or non-negotiable.

			•I-can’t-stand-it-itis: The belief that a situation is completely unbearable.

			•Awfulizing: The tendency to view situations as catastrophic or far worse than they are.

			Each of these irrational processes has a rational alternative. Instead of rigid demands, one can adopt preferences. Rather than catastrophizing, strive for realistic assessments. Build frustration tolerance instead of assuming helplessness, and replace global negative judgments with acceptance of oneself, others, and life as a whole.

			Step 2: Where is the B (Beliefs)?

			REBT’s methodology is rooted in the principle that psychological disorders are not primarily caused by external events, relationships, or environmental factors, but by how we interpret them. This interpretation—referred to in REBT as a belief (B)—is a subjective mental construct that, in many cases, lacks a solid evidentiary foundation. Our beliefs directly influence our emotions and behaviors, either enhancing our well-being or contributing to our distress.

			

			Psychological well-being is a multifaceted concept that can be evaluated both objectively (e.g., lifestyle factors) and subjectively (e.g., perceived stress). From a subjective standpoint, psychological well-being is closely tied to our thoughts, emotions, relationships, and sense of purpose. Beliefs play a critical role as cognitive filters, shaping how we perceive and interpret our experiences.

			Individuals struggling with intense, dysregulated emotions—such as anxiety or depression—often hold dysfunctional beliefs about themselves, others, the world, or the future. These dysfunctional (or irrational) beliefs lead to maladaptive emotional responses and behaviors that sustain distress. Such beliefs are often shaped by cognitive biases, environmental influences, and errors in information processing.

			The Nature of Beliefs

			Beliefs are more than mere thoughts. One influential definition comes from Schwitzgebel, who describes a belief as the mental acceptance of an idea that may be true or false but is assumed to be true. This definition highlights two core components:

			•The content of the belief (what we think)

			•The mental attitude (our conviction that the idea is true)

			Unlike knowledge, which is objective and verifiable, beliefs are not always based on facts and don’t always need to be consciously expressed. Many operate unconsciously, influencing our emotions and behaviors without our full awareness. For example, someone might unconsciously believe, “If I haven’t been able to form meaningful relationships before, I never will,” and behave accordingly—without ever articulating this belief consciously.

			The Influence of Beliefs

			In an organizational setting, beliefs significantly shape how we view ourselves, others, and the challenges we face. Often, these beliefs are tied to value systems, cultural norms, social allegiances, or expectations imposed by influential groups—factors that can amplify their impact.

			

			Within the corporate environment, individuals frequently feel pressure to meet high standards. When those expectations aren’t met, irrational beliefs—such as “If I’m not the best, I’m a failure”—can emerge, driving behaviors and emotional responses that hinder performance and well-being.

			Beliefs as the Core of Distress

			Irrational beliefs can have a far-reaching impact, manifesting across cognitive, emotional, physiological, and behavioral domains. Consider how a single irrational belief might express itself across multiple dimensions:

			•Cognitive level: The individual thinks, “I’m not capable of handling this job.”

			•Emotional level: This thought generates anxiety.

			•Physiological level: The body reacts with stress symptoms like muscle tension or a racing heart.

			•Behavioral level: The individual avoids challenging tasks or becomes overly passive.

			Clearly, beliefs are not fleeting thoughts—they are deeply embedded and influence us on multiple levels. Their impact is visible in the consequences (C) we experience, which serve as tangible evidence of their power. Let’s consider an example in a workplace scenario:

			•A (Triggering Event): “My boss made a negative comment about my report.”

			•B (Irrational Belief): “I shouldn’t be criticized—this must mean I’m not good at my job. Maybe I never will be.”

			•C (Emotional and Behavioral Consequences): The individual feels anxious and discouraged, suffers a blow to their self-esteem, and may avoid future assignments for fear of more criticism.

			In this case, the discomfort isn’t caused by the boss’s feedback itself, but by the irrational belief the person holds about their abilities and performance.

			

			Step 3: How C (Consequences) Is Created and Detected

			When we think irrationally, we often unconsciously draw a direct, causal link between A (what happens) and C (the consequences). For example: “My boss (A) drives me crazy (C),” or “I’m feeling overwhelmed (C) because of my boss (A).”

			From the REBT perspective, although certain events or behaviors can trigger distress, they are not the root cause. If discomfort lingers or intensifies, it’s not simply because of the event itself, but because our mind continues to reinforce an irrational and harmful narrative about it. For instance, if my boss behaved in a way I found intolerable two weeks ago, my ongoing distress isn’t due to that single moment—it’s because I’ve been ruminating on it ever since.

			In short, according to REBT, how a situation affects us depends not only on the event (A), but on how we interpret it (B). That interpretation shapes the consequences we experience (C). This dynamic can be summarized with the formula: A + Bⁿ = C, where “n” includes both a quantitative aspect (how much time we spend thinking about it) and a qualitative one (how rational or irrational those thoughts are).

			Manifestations of C

			C is not limited to emotions—it can manifest across various dimensions. Take, for example, a fear of public speaking:

			•Cognitive: Thoughts like “I’m not good at public speaking,” “I’ll forget what to say,” or “Everyone will notice if I mess up.”

			•Emotional: Feelings of anxiety, embarrassment, or shame about speaking in front of others.

			•Physiological: Symptoms such as shortness of breath, sweating, upset stomach, or numbness.

			•Behavioral: Avoidance behaviors, such as turning down opportunities to speak in public.

			

			This example shows that irrational beliefs (IB), even when unconscious, can influence our entire experience—not just our thoughts.

			How to Detect C

			To identify C, pay attention to what you think (rumination), how you feel (emotions), what you do (behaviors), and how your body responds (insomnia, headaches, muscle tension, etc.). C functions as an internal thermometer, alerting us that something is off.

			When people seek therapy, it’s often because they’ve become aware of C. They might say things like: “I’m here because I feel anxious,” “I can’t sleep,” “I avoid social situations,” “I’m stuck in obsessive thoughts,” or “I’m overwhelmed.” These symptoms are the consequences (C) that point to deeper issues in our beliefs (B) that need to be explored and addressed.

			Step 4: Let’s Dispute (D) (Disputing)

			Beliefs play a pivotal role in how we interpret our lives, influencing our emotions, relationships, goal setting, perceptions of the past, and expectations for the future. These primarily self-referential beliefs act as the lens through which we experience our existence. As Ortega y Gasset wisely noted, “You have ideas, but you live in your beliefs.” In other words, we live within our beliefs—often without being consciously aware of it. Our beliefs become our foundation, the ground we stand on.

			REBT encourages us to critically examine these beliefs and ask ourselves, “What would happen if I had to justify my beliefs?” If this reflection leaves us feeling uncertain and questioning the ground we once stood firmly upon, we may be moving toward more rational thinking.

			This process involves “quarantining” our thoughts and evaluating their validity. Through REBT, we learn to step back from our thoughts and assess whether they reflect irrational, unconscious beliefs.

			Once we identify these irrational beliefs and recognize them as demands, the path toward self-acceptance and acceptance of reality becomes clearer. We begin to understand that it’s not the event (A) that disturbs us, but our interpretation (B) of it.

			

			The Disputing Process

			The disputing phase is one of the most challenging, requiring open-mindedness, persistence, and commitment. This is the stage where we actively challenge our beliefs. Discussing them requires mental discipline, as many beliefs may have been ingrained over a lifetime.

			The importance of this discipline is captured by Brandolini’s principle—also called the Law of Stupidity Asymmetry: “The amount of energy required to refute a stupidity is much greater than that required to produce it.” This highlights the mental effort involved in conscious, critical thinking. In fact, thinking rationally can be mentally draining.

			Disputing helps us break free from cognitive autopilot and intentionally direct our thoughts. We learn to distinguish between belief—especially irrational belief—and knowledge. This skill enables us to interpret reality with greater objectivity and emotional health. Rational thinking often mirrors the structured approach of the scientific method. As Cioran observed in The Inconvenience of Being Born, “Only those who have not deepened what they believe remain fully convinced.” 

			In REBT, being convinced of an irrational belief means holding on to arguments that lack logic—even if they initially appear sound. These arguments often involve misleading causal links. Though the reasoning may be flawed, the premises themselves are not necessarily false, which can make irrational thoughts seem deceptively rational.

			Irrational beliefs act as hidden contradictions. They are cognitive distortions that, when challenged, often collapse. Simply recognizing a belief as irrational may not result in immediate emotional change, but it’s a vital first step.

			The Disputing Phase (D) from Different Angles

			The disputing phase can be approached from multiple perspectives:

			•Empirical: Does evidence support this belief?

			•Logical: Is the belief logically sound?

			•Functional: Is the belief helpful or productive?

			

			•Empirical Disputing

			Empirical disputing involves questioning whether there is factual support for an irrational belief. Many such beliefs go unchallenged because they operate unconsciously and are accepted as “truth.” For instance, someone may believe they must produce an error-free report. At face value, this may seem reasonable. However, in REBT, this belief suggests rigidity and urgency—as if something vital depends on it.

			The stress tied to these “needs” may feel instinctive, but viewed empirically, they aren’t real needs. There is no physical law or universal standard requiring perfection in every report. Empirical disputing reveals that these “needs” are usually desires or preferences we haven’t recognized as such. This insight sets the stage for the next phase (E), where we reframe rigid beliefs into flexible preferences, making room for a more realistic and balanced life.

			•Logical Disputing

			Logical disputing examines whether a belief is internally consistent or reasonable. For example, “Because I believe my boss is important, they should accept me.” This reveals a common trap—the tyranny of “shoulds”, whether self-imposed or absorbed from others. We often assume that holding a belief guarantees its fulfillment: “I believe it, so it must be true”. But beliefs aren’t facts. Irrational thinking often confuses our thoughts—or those of others—with reality, which simply isn’t accurate.

			•Functional (Pragmatic) Disputing

			Functional disputing asks whether continuing to believe something is helpful. We consider: “Does this belief help me move toward my goal, or hold me back?”

			Take the example of someone worried about the quality of a report. That concern can be constructive. But if they irrationally insist the report must be perfect, anxiety and exhaustion can sabotage performance. We can aim for excellence without demanding perfection.

			

			The key question becomes: “What is the outcome of holding onto this belief?”

			When we catastrophize, our anxiety can escalate to paralysis. This not only prevents progress—it pushes us further from our goals. If the report falls short, irrational beliefs may trigger guilt or anger. Rational beliefs, however, lead to healthier emotions like regret or disappointment—emotions that prompt growth.

			Healthy emotions help us improve. Unhealthy ones, like guilt or rage, distort our thinking and encourage self-criticism: “I’m useless.” It’s essential to critique the behavior, not the individual. A flawed report doesn’t define your worth. Rational thinking involves acknowledging mistakes without condemning ourselves. The pragmatic question is always: “Does this belief bring me closer to my goals?”

			Examples of Irrational Belief Disputing

			Irrational Belief (IB): “I always need the approval and recognition of my superiors.”

			•Empirical Disputing

			•What evidence proves I truly need it?

			•Is this “need” universally valid?

			•Where is it written that I must have it?

			•Do I actually need it—or just want it?

			Empirical disputing helps us examine whether there’s any objective support for this belief. Usually, we find there’s no verifiable evidence. The belief is subjective and lacks grounding in objective reality.

			•Logical Disputing

			•Is this belief reasonable?

			•Does it follow logical reasoning?

			•Does believing it make it true?

			•Am I thinking with common sense?

			

			This approach highlights contradictions. For example, does desperately seeking approval guarantee you’ll get it? Probably not. Common sense shows that demanding something doesn’t ensure its delivery.

			•Functional Disputing

			•What do I gain by believing I must have my superiors’ approval?

			•Does this belief help me, or does it increase anxiety and hold me back?

			•Is it actually helping me succeed?

			Here, we assess whether the belief is useful. If it causes stress or interferes with our goals, it’s likely dysfunctional and worth revising.

			•Philosophical Disputing

			For deeper reflection, philosophical disputing invites broader questions:

			•Can I live a fulfilling life even if this problem persists?

			•How big is this issue in the context of my entire life?

			•How will I view this five years from now?

			•Can I still lead a meaningful life and contribute to others, even if I this remains unresolved?

			This method gives us perspective. It reminds us that while problems matter, they don’t define our entire identity or future. We can still pursue what matters most.

			The Power of Debate in Challenging Irrational Beliefs

			Disputing beliefs is a powerful way to dismantle irrational thinking. In any situation, we can choose the disputing method that feels most relevant—there are no fixed rules. We may apply one approach or combine several. The goal is to think critically.

			Through this process, we gain cognitive flexibility. Like detectives, we examine the facts and ask: What part of my thinking is rational, and what part is not? Instead of accepting every thought at face value, we begin to assess its accuracy.

			A central challenge in cognitive psychology has been defining what kind of change is possible. Both clinical practice and research show that we can change beliefs. It begins by examining our thoughts and asking not “Is this true?” but “Is this rational?” That’s the heart of disputing.

			

			Step 5: Rational Beliefs: Moving Toward E (Efficiency)

			Once irrational beliefs have been identified and challenged, the next step is to replace them with rational beliefs (RB). People who learn to think rationally aren’t bitter; they approach life with a constructive mindset instead. In the context of REBT, the term rational belief doesn’t strictly refer to an epistemological framework; rather, rational and irrational describe beliefs based on how sound or effective they are. Rational beliefs are typically logical, pragmatic, and/or grounded in empirical evidence or reality. A belief doesn’t have to meet all these criteria to be considered rational. Related terms include adaptive, sound, useful, realistic, constructive, and functional. In contrast, irrational beliefs (IB) represent their opposites.

			Basic Terminology

			•Functional vs. Dysfunctional: These terms refer to thoughts or interpretations that either support or hinder goal achievement and influence emotional well-being. A functional belief helps us move forward; a dysfunctional one holds us back. Ask yourself: Does this belief help me achieve my goals?

			•Adaptive vs. Maladaptive: These terms address behaviors resulting from beliefs. Adaptive beliefs foster effective coping strategies, while maladaptive ones lead to ineffective or harmful actions. A guiding question: Does this belief improve my ability to cope?

			•Healthy vs. Unhealthy: These terms describe the emotional and physiological effects of beliefs. Healthy emotions help us handle discomfort; unhealthy ones may cause extended distress. Ask: Does this belief help me feel better about myself and my life?

			Emotions According to REBT

			In REBT, the concept of emotion aligns with António Damasio’s explanation in Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain. He suggests that feelings are private while emotions are public. In other words, feelings are the internal component of emotions: “Emotions are expressed on the stage of the body; feelings are expressed on the stage of the mind.”

			•Positive vs. Negative

			We avoid labeling beliefs or emotions as strictly positive or negative. A “positive” thought isn’t always rational—e.g., “Today will be the best day of my life” may not reflect reality. Likewise, a “negative” thought like “My health is declining every day” might be factually accurate and thus rational.

			•Healthy and Unhealthy Emotions

			Rather than viewing emotions as positive or negative, REBT classifies them as healthy or unhealthy. Healthy emotions arise from rational beliefs—e.g., “Even though I feel sad, I can still meet my responsibilities.” In contrast, unhealthy emotions stem from irrational beliefs, such as “I can’t handle this stress; I don’t want to live anymore.”

			This distinction helps us understand that unpleasant emotions like sadness or regret can be healthy, while emotions such as depression, guilt, or anxiety often result from irrational thinking. For instance, sadness after a loss is a normal response; depression, however, may disrupt daily life and reflect distorted beliefs.

			•What Is Normal vs. What Is Common

			It’s important to recognize that what’s common isn’t always normal. Depression, while prevalent and often medicated, is not a natural or inevitable response. It often stems from irrational beliefs like “I’m worthless because I made a mistake.” This mindset can lead to depressive states, even if the mistake itself isn’t the root cause.

			Thus, emotions like sadness or remorse can be healthy, whereas guilt and anxiety are often unhealthy. Rational beliefs help shift these responses—replacing guilt, for example, with a more adaptive feeling like remorse.

			•Rational vs. Irrational Beliefs in Action

			

			We express rational beliefs by substituting needs with wants or desires and demands with preferences. For example, an irrational belief like “I need everyone to congratulate me on my promotion” can be reframed as “I’d like everyone to congratulate me, but if they don’t, no worries, I can take it.”

			As we practice this shift, the stages E (efficiency through rational beliefs) and F (functionality) become more automatic. Regularly identifying A (activating event), B (beliefs), and C (consequences), along with disputing (D) irrational beliefs, allows rational beliefs to emerge more naturally over time. This process is similar to learning to drive on the left in the UK: awkward at first, but with practice, it soon feels like second nature.

			•The Neurological Basis of Change

			There’s a neurological explanation for this shift. Hebb’s Law 
—“neurons that fire together wire together”— tells us that repeated activation of certain neural pathways strengthens those connections. In short, practicing rational thinking builds new neural circuits. As we continue using these circuits, they become the default, while those tied to irrational thinking gradually weaken. Although external triggers may still provoke irrational thoughts, with consistent effort, we cultivate a mindset grounded in curiosity and self-awareness. While no one is perfectly rational all the time, persistence makes the process smoother over time.

			Step 6: Functional Thinking or Philosophy of Life (F)?

			The F phase is more than just another step; it represents a significant breakthrough. When most of our thinking becomes rational, irrational beliefs nearly disappear, and our emotional and behavioral responses become functional (F). However, rationality doesn’t just influence our mental, emotional, and behavioral states—it also shapes a new philosophy of life. Adversity may still challenge us, but it no longer defeats us. Our emotions remain balanced and healthy.

			

			It’s important to clarify that thinking rationally doesn’t mean lacking emotions or becoming indifferent to life’s experiences. Emotions are essential. It’s not that nothing affects us—rather, adversity impacts us with less intensity and for a shorter duration. Rationality also means accepting and embracing the natural flow of our emotions with confidence. We can think of them like the weather: wind, clouds, storms, and sunshine. We understand that clouds pass, and when a storm is coming, we take precautions. We don’t let a cloudy sky ruin our day.

			REBT places equal emphasis on the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions. It doesn’t minimize the value of emotions or treat them as fragile elements to be hidden. Nor does it ignore the behaviors that stem from our thoughts and feelings. We don’t aim to impose reason at the expense of emotion and action. Instead, we see reason as the faculty of reflection—one that allows us to examine irrational thoughts as explicit expressions of beliefs we’ve never questioned.

			The flood of involuntary thoughts that often overwhelms people in distress stems from cognitive distortions rooted in flawed reasoning that’s never been challenged. These thoughts become ingrained through association and repetition, evolving into automatic mental routines. Cognitive distortions like catastrophizing often go unnoticed, especially in the face of real, overwhelming adversity—such as a global economic crisis. Ultimately, phase F is not only about thinking functionally but about developing a life philosophy grounded in resilience and the rational acceptance of emotion.

			Rationality builds self-confidence by helping us recognize that reality is what it is—and that we have the capacity to choose how we respond. When possible, we can change our circumstances; when not, we decide how to accept them. When we think, feel, and act irrationally, we confuse acceptance with resignation. But in this framework, resignation suggests passivity and inaction. Rational acceptance, on the other hand, grants us the clarity to open ourselves to possibilities that irrational fear might otherwise block.

			It’s essential to understand that beneath irrationality lies a universal, primal emotion that keeps us bound to it: fear. Fear of inadequacy, of the unknown, of rejection, loneliness, change, loss, fragility, and failure. These irrational fears begin to dissolve when we understand that rational thinking is a distinct human capability—and that we can choose to use it. Rationality not only frees us from these constraints but equips us with the tools to act more freely in daily life.

			The Elegant Solution 

			One of REBT’s most radical strategies is what Ellis called the “elegant solution.” Rather than disputing or reframing a problem and its consequences, we accept everything as true. For example, instead of worrying about the possibility of being fired, we accept the reality that we might be fired. The question then becomes: How is this approach elegant? Wouldn’t accepting it make us feel worse?

			Let’s explore this through a practical example. Imagine you’ve been struggling to balance your professional and personal life. Your relationship with your partner is deteriorating, and you’re considering separation—but you have many doubts. Should you stay or leave? You may have many reasons to stay—emotional, financial, social, or family-related—but you also believe the relationship has no future and can’t be saved. Then the alarm bells go off: “What if you never meet anyone else? What if you end up alone forever? What if you’re stuck in your job and unhappy for life?” For someone untrained in rational thinking, such fears can drive decisions based more on emotion than logic.

			Taking the elegant solution means telling yourself: “Yes, you’re right. I’ll be unhappy forever. I’ll never meet anyone else, and I’ll be alone for the rest of my days.” While this may feel uncomfortable at first, over time, the thoughts start to lose their grip. “Forever? I can’t know that for sure. Maybe, maybe not. Even if I never meet anyone else, I still can’t stay in a relationship that no longer makes sense. Or maybe there’s still a chance to rebuild it.” By accepting the worst-case scenario, we begin to see that these thoughts are often distortions—and paradoxically, the voice of fear starts to fade.

			In fact, facing the worst-case scenario can be profoundly elegant. Ellis called it “elegant” because it takes courage to confront hypothetical adversity with dignity. It means not running from, fighting, or avoiding fear—but standing with it, calm and grounded, like a peaceful warrior. This mindset mirrors a common business strategy: “Hope for the best but prepare for the worst.”

			By accepting the worst-case scenario, we stop fighting reality—and in doing so, we free ourselves from unnecessary fear and anxiety. Instead of wasting energy resisting what might happen, we can act with greater clarity and intention.

			Transforming Leadership Through Rationality

			In this final section of our exploration of rational leadership, we’ve seen how REBT can be a vital tool for managing stress and emotions in leadership roles. By identifying and challenging irrational beliefs, we can regulate emotional responses and adopt a more balanced perspective. This not only improves decision-making in tough moments but also promotes healthier mental habits that enhance overall well-being and performance.

			In the chapters that follow, we’ll apply this methodology to anonymized, real-world clinical cases that highlight REBT’s power in addressing leadership challenges. Through practical exercises, we’ll uncover the irrational beliefs that frequently arise under pressure. These cases will show how irrational thinking hinders effective leadership—and how shifting to rational thinking improves problem-solving, decision-making, and resilience. By applying the REBT model to real situations, you’ll gain a valuable tool for personal development as a leader and in your everyday life. Regular practice will enhance your confidence and adaptability—crucial qualities for strong, intentional leadership.

			To summarize, here are ten key takeaways that highlight REBT’s transformative impact on thought, emotion, and behavior:

			10 key Ideas to Frame

			1Rationality Transforms Our Philosophy of Life: Rational thinking goes beyond regulating emotions; it guides us toward a more balanced, fulfilling life.

			

			2Rational Acceptance vs. Resignation: Accepting reality rationally does not imply passivity but rather offers clarity to approach challenges effectively.

			3Irrationality Perpetuates Fear: Fear of rejection, failure, or loneliness diminishes when we adopt rational beliefs that free us from these anxieties.

			4Functional Thinking Becomes Automated: With practice, rational responses become automatic, while irrational responses gradually weaken.

			5Rationality Does Not Eliminate Emotions, It Balances Them: Being rational doesn’t mean being emotionless; it means actively managing our emotions healthily and productively.

			6Acceptance of Emotional Change: Rationality helps us accept that emotions are transient and manageable, enabling greater emotional stability.

			7Development of Self-Confidence: By learning to respond rationally, we gain confidence in our ability to navigate life’s challenges effectively.

			8Emotional Clarity: Rational thinking empowers us to experience our emotions without being overwhelmed by them, maintaining a healthy state of mind.

			9Hebb’s Law and Rational Thinking: By creating new neural circuits through rational thinking, we strengthen healthy, adaptive responses.

			10Perseverance in Rationality: Consistently practicing rational thinking makes it a habitual response, requiring less and less conscious effort over time.

			 

			Loud and clear: Every thought has consequences.

			Now, we invite you to step into the heart of the therapeutic journey, where you’ll witness powerful, real-life stories of individuals at their breaking point. These are people who harnessed the transformative power of REBT to change their lives and overcome their toughest challenges completely. Now, it’s your turn— to connect with their stories and discover how the same tools can unlock your own path to transformation.

			So, take a seat, relax, and be welcome.

			Section II 
Leaders at the Limit: Stories from the Front Line

			Chapter 4 
Michael and the Legacy that Nearly Broke Him

			Michael, a 54-year-old man driven by vision and determination, had always believed that success was within reach if he worked hard enough. At 18, he began his career as an administrative assistant in the sales department of a hospital supplies company. Years later, alongside his close friend Andrew, he founded a small surgical materials manufacturing and distribution business. What started in the modest space of his home—importing small batches from Asian suppliers and performing meticulous quality checks—soon grew into a thriving enterprise with over 200 employees. Despite some early setbacks, Michael and Andrew succeeded in offering high-quality products at competitive prices. What had once seemed like a risky venture quickly flourished. To everyone around him, Michael was the embodiment of an entrepreneur who had achieved greatness through hard work and dedication.

			Everything changed, however, when Andrew tragically died in a car accident. The loss devastated Michael, both personally and professionally. “Drew wasn’t just my business partner—he was my anchor, the one I relied on for the toughest decisions,” Michael said bitterly. Without him, Michael felt unmoored, not just in his work but in his life. The nights became endless, filled with anxiety over the company’s future. He would wake up drenched in sweat, his mind flooded with memories of Andrew. During the day, he struggled to focus on even the simplest tasks.

			Determined to honor his friend’s legacy, Michael offered a managerial role to Liam, Andrew’s eldest son. He hoped that by doing so, the spirit of their partnership would live on through the next generation.

			

			What began as a tribute soon became Michael’s greatest source of stress. Liam, a recent graduate from a top American university with a master’s in biotechnology, arrived at the company with an air of entitlement and a condescending attitude that clashed immediately with the established culture. From day one, he questioned Michael’s decisions, acting as if the company belonged to him by birthright. Despite his youth and inexperience, Liam regularly challenged Michael in front of employees, often invoking what he believed his father would have done. His favorite phrase—”This is something my father would never have approved of”—cut deep every time.

			Michael, known for his calm and respectful demeanor, found his patience wearing thin. Employees, witnessing the growing power struggle, began taking sides—some loyal to Michael, others viewing Liam as the company’s future. The division threatened everything they had built. Each day became an emotional battleground. Liam’s interruptions grew more frequent, and his public insults more humiliating. With each confrontation, Michael felt the company slipping away. The weight of leadership had never felt heavier. Isolated and without a trusted advisor, he faced his decisions alone.

			One morning, after Liam interrupted yet another critical presentation, Michael had to leave the room to avoid an even bigger confrontation. He retreated to his office, brewed a cup of coffee, and sat at his desk, overwhelmed with despair. “I can’t go on like this,” he thought. The company wasn’t collapsing due to financial issues—it was the unrelenting conflict with Liam that was tearing it apart. The stress began affecting his health. He developed severe migraines and digestive problems. His doctor warned him of the risks of chronic stress, but Michael felt trapped—unable to undo the mistake of bringing Liam into the fold.

			The turmoil extended beyond the office. At home, Michael received little emotional support. His twin daughters, now preteens, were glued to their tablets and barely acknowledged him. His wife, Rachel, came home exhausted from long days in court, distant and emotionally unavailable. When Michael tried to share his struggles, she often cut him off with a sharp reply: “If you can’t handle it, leave. You don’t have to put up with it.” But for Michael, walking away wasn’t an option. He had built the company from the ground up. Letting it fall apart was unthinkable. His employees—many of whom had been with him since the beginning—depended on him. The business was his life, his legacy, and his last connection to Andrew.

			Adding to his stress were the mounting financial pressures: alimony to his ex-wife, his eldest son’s expenses from a previous marriage, and the growing costs of supporting his current family. The fear of losing everything loomed constantly.

			Tensions at home escalated. Fights with Rachel grew more frequent and bitter. Once the family’s peacemaker, Michael now found himself lashing out, saying things he later regretted. After each argument, silence filled the house, widening the emotional chasm between them. “We don’t even talk anymore,” he’d reflect. He missed the early days of their marriage—when he could leave work behind and simply enjoy time with his family. Now, his nights were haunted by dark thoughts: “What if I lose everything? Maybe Liam is right. Maybe I’m not cut out for this anymore. What have I become?”.

			The tipping point came during a business trip to Asia. Liam’s arrogance derailed several key supplier meetings. He argued openly, undermining deals and damaging relationships. During a meeting with a Chinese manufacturer, Liam once again interrupted Michael mid-presentation, ruining the negotiation and breaking the attendees’ trust. That night, alone in his hotel room, Michael broke down. He felt he had lost control—of his company and his life. The loneliness and despair were unbearable. When he returned to Spain, something inside him had changed. Bitterness and isolation had taken root, and even his appearance reflected the toll—his face drawn and defeated.

			A few days later, during a meeting with the R&D team, Michael attempted to present a new project he believed could revolutionize the industry. As expected, Liam interrupted with a cutting remark: “Michael, don’t you think it’s time I take over R&D? I’ve been trained for this, and this project needs fresh ideas, not outdated methods.”

			Michael felt a wave of hopelessness. He said nothing. Silently, he walked out and locked himself in the bathroom. Staring into the mirror, he didn’t recognize the man looking back—worn, broken, and unrecognizable.

			In that moment, Michael made a life-altering decision. He needed to talk to someone. He was drowning in emotion and no longer knew how to cope. With trembling hands, he picked up his phone and left a voice message for Rachel, asking to talk that evening. To his surprise, she called back immediately. —“Honey, are you okay? You sound awful.”

			Her words—genuine concern, the first he’d heard in a long time—broke something open. Through tears, he poured out everything: Liam’s behavior, his fear of losing the company, and the crushing anxiety he could no longer contain. Rachel listened silently. When he finished, she sighed and said, “You can’t keep going like this. You need professional help. I’ll schedule an appointment with a therapist I know—someone I heard speak at a legal seminar.”

			Michael, exhausted but relieved, agreed.

			The Impacts of Michael’s Beliefs on His Professional and Personal Life

			Michael’s case illustrates how irrational beliefs can negatively influence multiple areas of life. He struggled to manage the company, and this decline had significant, far-reaching effects.

			Business Impact: Loss of Cohesion and Efficiency

			The conflict between Michael and Liam caused team fragmentation. Some employees remained loyal to Michael’s established leadership, while others aligned with Liam’s innovative and bold approach. This division created tension, damaging morale and collaboration. Liam’s disruptive behavior, combined with Michael’s failure to set clear boundaries, eroded the collaborative culture Michael and Andrew had previously built. His fixation on the conflict with Liam and his fear of failure led to indecision, resulting in missed opportunities for innovation and growth in the competitive surgical materials market.

			Work Environment Impact: Stress and Productivity Loss

			Once known for his calm leadership style, Michael became increasingly withdrawn due to stress and emotional strain. This distanced him from his team, leaving them demoralized and uncertain about the company’s direction. Instead of driving innovation, the team became consumed by internal turmoil.

			Leadership Impact: Burnout and Loss of Authority

			Michael’s irrational belief that he must “keep the company running at all costs to honor Andrew” led him to take on excessive responsibility. His unwillingness to delegate or seek assistance diminished his effectiveness as a leader. Emotional exhaustion resulted in reactive behaviors that undermined both his moral authority and strategic vision.

			Systemic Consequences: A Vicious Cycle of Stress and Poor Leadership

			The interplay of personal stress, internal conflict, and a fractured organizational culture triggered a vicious cycle. Michael’s inability to regulate his emotions led to self-isolation, intensifying his sense of loneliness and emotional burden. His reluctance to seek support escalated into burnout, affecting both his health and leadership. This reactive pattern ultimately pushed the company—and Michael himself—toward a crisis point.

			

			Michael’s Process: Your Beliefs Are Your Life Manual

			Like many leaders on the brink of emotional exhaustion, Michael came to therapy feeling lost, convinced he had hit rock bottom. He couldn’t understand how he had ended up in this state and believed he had completely lost control of his life. Physically and mentally drained, he didn’t know where to begin—and worst of all, he questioned whether a solution to his problems even existed.

			In any process of change, the first crucial step is understanding what’s truly happening. This psychoeducational phase lays the foundation for transformation. For Michael, that meant recognizing something fundamental: his beliefs. Emotional distress is rarely random—it often stems from a lack of awareness of the internal mechanisms we rely on daily. Helping Michael understand how his beliefs shaped his life was key to unlocking a path forward.

			We began by clarifying what “beliefs” mean in the context of REBT. When asked about their beliefs, people often misunderstand the term. Some claim they don’t have beliefs, or they limit them to religious views. But in REBT, a belief is an evaluation or opinion that may be shaped by cognitive biases and often mistaken for absolute truth. Beliefs form internal systems that act as a personal life manual, influencing how we perceive reality, what we value, and how we think, feel, and behave. For Michael, this “manual” had worked for years, helping him structure his life and maintain order. The problem was that many of the beliefs he had internalized were now causing distress and pulling him away from his goals.

			In REBT, we categorize beliefs into two types:

			•Irrational Beliefs: These lead to emotional distress and behaviors that sabotage our goals and well-being.

			•Rational Beliefs: These help us manage emotions, preserve well-being, and move us closer to our goals.

			Given Michael’s challenges in several areas of his life, it became clear that irrational beliefs were influencing his thoughts and actions—often without his awareness. These beliefs operated unconsciously, but they weren’t unreachable. To uncover them, we needed to explore how thoughts, emotions, and behaviors interacted.

			Beliefs reveal themselves in how we think, feel, and act. Michael began by examining his thoughts to identify the beliefs undermining his well-being. From there, we developed a process of cognitive restructuring to help him regain control over his life and leadership.

			What Do You Think?

			For practical purposes, let’s simplify things by assuming the mind operates in two main ways: generating rational or irrational thoughts. The difference is significant—rational thoughts promote emotional well-being, while irrational ones do the opposite. Most of us experience our thoughts in two primary forms: words and images.

			When Michael was asked to think of someone he knew, his mind immediately produced images and words—perhaps he pictured the person’s face, recalled a conversation, or visualized their name. Every conscious thought we have, as neurotypical individuals, tends to appear in one or both forms. But as Michael paused to examine his thinking, he realized something crucial: some thoughts are voluntary, while others are not. We think voluntarily when we consciously choose what to focus on—like planning a meeting. But in many situations, thoughts appear involuntarily, flooding in like a chaotic stream—sometimes obsessive—without warning.

			These thoughts, whether chosen or automatic, are just the tip of the iceberg. Beneath them lie our beliefs—often hidden from immediate awareness. These beliefs support and shape the direction and intensity of our thoughts. Like an iceberg, the largest and most powerful part remains submerged—roughly 89%. Even if we’re not aware of them, our beliefs profoundly influence how we interpret the world and behave in it.

			For Michael, the first challenge was identifying those beliefs. His thoughts offered clues—like a GPS pointing to his deeper convictions. By observing his thoughts like an investigator—without judgment or interference—Michael could start to uncover the roots of his distress.

			

			Next, he learned to listen to his thoughts as if they belonged to someone else. He noticed what he was thinking and how he was thinking, without trying to alter or evaluate them—almost like tuning in to a radio broadcast. Was he thinking automatically, or was it a deliberate choice? Through this practice, Michael discovered something striking: his thoughts were repetitive. What he thought today echoed what he’d thought yesterday, last week, or even months ago.

			When a thought repeats over time, it can become automatic—a mental habit, rational or irrational. This happens through feedback: the more we think a certain way, the more that pattern solidifies (think of Hebb’s Law). The good news? If irrational thoughts can become automatic, so can rational ones. If we can habitually think in destructive ways, we can also train ourselves to think constructively. This is the heart of REBT: identifying the automatic thoughts that hold us back and replacing them with healthier, more empowering ones—until they become second nature.

			The Caveman Within Michael

			As mentioned earlier, the mind operates through two systems: System 1, which functions automatically through instinct and emotion, and System 2, which is more reflective and deliberate. This dual system is largely a product of our evolutionary past, which favored immediate survival.

			REBT teaches that both rational and irrational beliefs are rooted in biology and culture. In prehistoric times, emotions like anger or aggression served a useful purpose—they enhanced survival. Today, although we still carry that inner caveman, the context has changed. Many of those ancient instincts are now more disruptive than helpful. When left unchecked, they lead to chronic stress and emotional instability—especially in the professional world.

			Michael exemplifies how this inner caveman can hijack daily life. In his mind, catastrophic thoughts—fears about his company collapsing, his marriage failing, or his health declining—repeated constantly, putting him in a permanent state of high alert. He couldn’t tell the difference between real and fictional threats.

			

			Any triggering event—a harsh comment from his business partner, tension with his wife, or a physical symptom—would instantly activate his fear response. As explored earlier, an activating event (A) leads to a belief or interpretation (B), which then causes emotional, physical, and behavioral consequences (C).

			Michael wasn’t just grappling with external challenges. His real battle was against the flood of automatic, irrational thoughts that triggered a cascade of distress. The core issue wasn’t external reality—it was how his mind continually interpreted events, setting off his internal alarm again and again.

			Who’s Thinking, Michael or Mad?

			Michael wasn’t actually a caveman, even if his automatic brain sometimes acted like one. He also had the ability to activate his cognitive brain—the one in his cerebral cortex that helps him distinguish between real danger and irrational fear. The challenge for Michael was learning how to engage this part of his mind so he wouldn’t remain a prisoner of his intrusive thoughts.

			The next step was recognizing when his inner caveman was doing the talking. To make that easier, we suggested he give it a name, and he decided on “Mad.” From that moment on, Michael had two simple tasks:

			1.Listen to his thoughts without overthinking them. Michael practiced being a neutral observer—paying attention to his thoughts without analyzing or reacting to them. The goal wasn’t to change anything right away but to watch from a mental distance. That way, he could see his thoughts as just images and words, rather than getting swept up in them.

			2.Notice who was speaking— Michael or Mad. This step included a playful twist that helped keep things light. Michael began asking himself, “Who’s talking right now—Michael or Mad?” Focusing on this little game, he realized that, more often than not, it was Mad taking over, sending him into a spiral of invasive, catastrophic thoughts.

			

			The Power of a Playful Approach

			A key part of the process was maintaining a playful mindset. Michael didn’t need to treat this exercise like intense, exhausting self-analysis. Instead, he turned it into a mental game, regularly asking, “Is this me talking, or is it Mad?” This lighthearted approach helped him avoid slipping into self-criticism.

			Thoughts like, “I can’t believe I have a caveman in my head,” “Why can’t I control my own thoughts?” or “It feels like I’m possessed by Mad” are completely normal when we begin observing our mental patterns. So, it’s crucial to stay curious and open-minded. By treating the process like a game, Michael avoided the trap of harsh self-judgment and instead made real progress in better understanding himself.

			Training the Mind for Change

			These exercises were just the warm-up for something deeper: uncovering the core beliefs behind Michael’s automatic thoughts. As we’ve discussed, thoughts are just the visible tip of the iceberg. Supporting them is a dense, hidden mass of beliefs beneath the surface.

			Identifying and reshaping those beliefs isn’t something that happens overnight. It requires developing the skill to observe the mind without judgment—with patience, curiosity, and openness.

			Michael didn’t need to fix everything at once. The key was to take small steps, starting with simple practices that helped him realize he could regain control over his thoughts. By learning to distinguish between Mad’s impulses and his own, Michael was laying the foundation for restoring self-confidence. Leading with the mind doesn’t mean eliminating the caveman—it means learning to coexist with him without letting him take control when he’s not needed.

			

			What Do You Feel?

			Feelings are the emotional translation of our thoughts, acting as a bridge between our deep-seated beliefs and the conscious thoughts that rise from them. They’re the tangible evidence of what we believe—and we feel their effects instantly.

			For instance, when Michael thought, “My company is on the brink of collapse,” that single thought triggered a wave of anxiety, leaving him restless and unable to unwind. The distress was coming from the inner dialogue Mad was fueling, which then reinforced the same anxious thoughts—trapping Michael in a feedback loop of stress and fear.

			But the caveman isn’t our enemy. In fact, he’s our ancient ally, and we owe him a debt of gratitude. In high-risk situations, he’s the one who keeps us alive. On a day-to-day level, he’s constantly working to protect us—making us feel thirsty so we hydrate, hungry so we eat, cold so we warm up, or tired so we rest. Mad is a loyal companion, always on alert, ensuring we stay alive. When we feel anxious, it’s Mad’s way of shaking us into action against a perceived threat. The problem is that Mad doesn’t differentiate between a real danger and one that only exists in our thoughts—often in the form of a “What if...?”

			That’s where REBT comes in. With its tools, we learn how to reassure Mad that not every perceived threat requires an emergency response. It’s not about battling the caveman—it’s about teaching him when it’s safe to step back. Michael had to learn to recognize when Mad was speaking and how that influenced his emotional state.

			How to Recognize When Mad is Talking

			Mad’s thoughts were leading Michael to unhealthy emotions: fear, guilt, anger, anxiety, and despair. The thoughts were often repetitive: “I can’t keep living like this,” “My marriage is falling apart,” “Rachel doesn’t understand me,” “My business is failing,” “Drew doesn’t deserve this,” “There’s no solution,” and “I’m a failure.”

			

			Clearly, these thoughts weren’t helping Michael reach his goals. Instead, they made him feel defeated, isolated, and victimized by his circumstances.

			When Michael started listening to his thoughts, he noticed that most of the time, it was Mad who was talking. That’s when he had his first “aha moment”: “If we all have an instinctive part of our brain… then I guess we all have a ‘Mad’ inside. What a relief! I’m normal.”

			This insight was a breakthrough: everyone has an inner caveman, and it’s unrealistic to be rational 100% of the time. There will always be triggers. But when we train our minds with rational tools, Mad’s influence becomes less frequent and intense. We still feel emotions—but they’re healthier ones. For example, uncertainty instead of fear, sorrow instead of guilt, frustration instead of rage.

			Michael began using his emotions as a compass. If he felt an unhealthy emotion, it likely meant Mad was in control. The first healthy emotion he experienced was relief: “I thought I was losing my mind. I feared I might be depressed or on the verge of a panic attack. I was worried about my health because of the migraines. But now I see it was fear guiding me—and that realization is calming.”

			Even though he didn’t yet know how the journey would unfold, that flicker of confidence meant something big: Michael now understood that thoughts were nothing more than that—images and words, fleeting yet repetitive, constantly resurfacing in the mind.

			The Impact of Rational Training

			Through this work, Michael realized that Mad had hijacked his thinking. And with that realization came an important benefit: every time Michael observed his thoughts he was using his rational brain. Just by practicing self-awareness, he was already moving toward more rational thinking.

			The emotional relief he experienced confirmed one of REBT’s key principles: what we think directly impacts how we feel. When Mad was in control, Michael felt overwhelmed by unhealthy emotions. But when he consciously observed his thoughts without judgment, those emotions didn’t take over.

			Using Emotions as a Practical Tool

			Michael also discovered that emotions could serve as a barometer for focus. When unhealthy emotions flared, it was usually Mad at the wheel. But when the emotions felt uncomfortable yet manageable—like disappointment instead of anger—it meant he was thinking rationally and reclaiming control.

			In REBT, all emotions are considered post-cognitive. Even though they may seem to come first, they always follow thought. The path to emotional well-being lies in identifying and challenging irrational beliefs. That’s the core of REBT—and the foundation Michael was beginning to build.

			What Do You Do?

			What we do is a reflection of how we feel and think. Our behaviors—just like our emotions—are expressions of our inner world. When irrational beliefs dominate, behavior often follows suit, driven by impulse rather than intention.

			Michael realized that his actions stemmed directly from his thoughts and emotions. By observing his behavior, he could begin to notice whether he was acting from impulse or reason.

			When Mad Takes Over… And the Action Follows

			Michael began noticing something unexpected. Despite seeing himself as a peaceful person, he’d started acting in ways that didn’t feel like him—especially toward his wife. He’d never been physically aggressive, but he recognized his words were becoming sharper and more reactive than intended. At first, he was shocked. Then it hit him: it wasn’t really him yelling—it was Mad taking the lead. Mad was feeding him thoughts like, “She doesn’t get you,” or “She’s pushing you to quit your job.” That sparked another thought: “I wonder if Rachel has her own caveman in her head, too.”

			

			And that’s when it clicked: it wasn’t Michael versus Rachel—it was their cavemen in conflict. The arguments weren’t personal; they were just two automatic, irrational patterns clashing. Michael realized that when cavemen fight, nobody wins.

			Looking at Your Actions from the Top of the Iceberg

			Michael’s behaviors clearly reflected his thoughts and emotions. Once he recognized that, it was like a lightbulb turned on. He began observing his actions with the same focus he had been giving to his internal world. From there, he started setting small, concrete goals to shift his behavior. One of his goals was to repair his relationship with Liam and reduce tension at work. Another was to reconnect with Rachel, this time focusing on mutual understanding. Michael began applying rational thinking to both his personal and professional life.

			With these goals in mind, Michael had a crucial realization: irrational behavior was often just an automatic reaction. But he could change that by introducing a small pause between what happened (the trigger) and how he responded (the behavior). Doing this helped him move toward more thoughtful, rational responses. He began to grasp REBT’s core message: there’s always a space to choose your response—if you take a moment to recognize it.

			Self-Awareness: A Shift in Perspective

			As Michael practiced observing his thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, something powerful emerged—he realized he was both the observer and the subject of his experience. In effect, he was studying himself to grow, and that sparked a sense of motivation and hope. He saw that reshaping his mindset wasn’t just an intellectual exercise—it was a lived, ongoing journey of self-discovery.

			You Are Not What You Think—You’re the One Who Thinks

			Over time, Michael began recognizing his unhealthy emotions and dysfunctional behaviors as signs that he had slipped into irrational thinking. What stood out was how simple the process could be—it didn’t require retreating from life or carving out special time. There was no need for lengthy, formal practices. Every moment became a chance to notice what he was thinking, feeling, and doing. As he put it, “When I pay attention to what I think, feel, and do, I’m fostering rationality—and that gives me a renewed sense of confidence.” Michael found himself steadily climbing the ladder of rational thought, one step at a time.

			Let’s pause to explore how irrational beliefs shape our lives—and how we can begin rewriting them.

			Irrational Beliefs: The Base of the Iceberg

			As we’ve seen, the deepest layers of our psychological iceberg consist of core beliefs, often formed through personal experience and shaped by cultural and social influences over time. Michael came to understand that neither intelligence nor professional success protected him from irrational beliefs. He realized intelligence and irrationality are not mutually exclusive.

			While intelligence draws on the brain’s advanced cognitive abilities, irrationality stems from older, instinct-driven systems—what some call the “caveman brain.” That insight brought relief: his emotional distress wasn’t a character flaw, but a reflection of unexamined beliefs.

			Cold and Hot Beliefs

			Michael also learned that not all thoughts carry equal weight. REBT distinguishes between two types of cognition:

			•Cold cognitions are neutral, fact-based observations—such as “My business partner is a man.”

			•Hot cognitions are emotionally charged judgments—like “My business partner is unbearable.”

			Hot cognitions are often driven by irrational beliefs. Michael realized his distress wasn’t caused solely by Liam’s behavior, but by his interpretation of it. To change how he felt, he had to challenge and reframe these hot cognitions—toward more balanced, constructive thinking.

			

			Redefining His Life Manual

			Michael came to see that he had the power to rewrite his belief system. He could release outdated mental scripts that kept him stuck and adopt a more rational philosophy. As he put it: “I recognize that I alone am responsible—not guilty—for my emotional state. External events can affect me, but only I decide whether they control how I feel. I’m not what I think—I’m the one who thinks.”

			This shift marked a true turning point. Michael no longer saw himself as a passive victim of circumstances. Instead, he took ownership of his well-being. He began paying attention to the full process—from surface thoughts to the deeply held beliefs driving them.

			He trained himself to notice his thoughts, emotions, and actions with curiosity rather than judgment. This new lens empowered him to continue reshaping his mindset and embrace a rational path forward. He saw that the real tension wasn’t between reason and emotion, but between rational and irrational beliefs. REBT helped him understand that reason and emotion can, in fact, work together.

			Michael also came to terms with the trap of extreme self-reliance—a mindset that left him feeling isolated and overwhelmed. REBT helped him challenge those irrational beliefs about independence and adopt a more flexible, healthy perspective. “I once believed that asking for help was weakness,” —he admitted, “but now I see it as a smart strategy.”

			Though the road ahead remained challenging, Michael no longer felt alone on it. He had let go of his fear of losing control and embraced a more collaborative, empathetic way of living. His inner “Mad” still surfaced, but it no longer ran the show. He learned how to coexist with his caveman brain without letting it dictate his choices. He realized that leading with his mind meant managing emotions, connecting with others, and consciously choosing responses over reactive impulses.

			

			Identifying Michael’s ABCs

			As Michael practiced mindful awareness of his thoughts, he prepared for the next key step: breaking them down using REBT’s ABC(DEF) model. This framework helps pinpoint the root of emotional challenges by breaking down:

			•A (Activating Event): The situation that triggers a reaction

			•B (Beliefs): How we perceive that event

			•C (Consequences): The emotional, mental, physical, and behavioral outcomes

			Michael realized that emotional problems don’t come from the event (A) alone—they arise from the interaction of A, B, and C. In other words, our beliefs (B) act as filters, and it’s these interpretations—not the event itself—that determine how we feel and act. Recognizing this allowed Michael to start challenging irrational beliefs and replacing them with more rational alternatives.

			Example: Liam’s Attitude

			To practice, we asked Michael to describe a recurring thought. Without hesitation, he said, “Liam’s attitude is driving me crazy.” We used that as a starting point to uncover the cognitive error: a direct, unconscious link between A and C—as if the event alone caused the emotional reaction. Here’s the breakdown:

			•A (Activating Event): Liam’s attitude

			•C (Consequences): I’m losing my mind

			Michael was unintentionally creating a direct cause-and-effect loop: A [image: ] C. Like many people, he believed the situation alone caused his distress— “Liam is driving me crazy,” or “I’m going crazy because of Liam.”

			But the real source of distress wasn’t Liam’s attitude. It was Michael’s beliefs about it. His irrational interpretations amplified the impact, not the event itself.

			

			The Real Source of Distress

			When asked to recall a triggering moment, Michael mentioned, “On the Asia trip, Liam acted like a jerk.” That moment sparked his anxiety, but it was the repeated mental playback that kept it alive. It wasn’t the incident—it was how his mind kept revisiting it.

			We helped Michael identify common traits of irrational beliefs:

			•Absolute: “I shouldn’t have to put up with this.”

			•Rigid: “This is unbearable.”

			•Catastrophic: “If this continues, I won’t survive it.”

			•Relentless: “I’m a failure.”

			These patterns stem from our inner caveman’s instinct to externalize blame. But lasting emotional change comes from challenging those beliefs.

			Breaking Down the ABC Elements

			Once Michael understood that Liam wasn’t the primary direct cause of his distress, we worked on refining each ABC component. He learned to:

			•Objectively describe the activating event (A) without emotional bias.

			•Identify the underlying beliefs (B), separating rational from irrational.

			•Acknowledge the consequences (C) that followed.

			This process helped Michael gradually replace dysfunctional beliefs with more constructive ones. It became the foundation of his emotional resilience—and his ability to lead with calm, clarity, and confidence, even under pressure.

			Activating Event or Adversity (A)

			For Michael, the adversity wasn’t a single event—it was a multi-layered crisis that compounded over time.

			

			•Primary Trigger: The death of Andrew, his business partner and best friend, in a traffic accident. This loss deeply impacted Michael on two levels:

			•Personal: Andrew had been his confidant and an emotionally significant figure in his life. Without his support, Michael felt lost and vulnerable.

			•Professional: As co-founders of the company, Andrew’s absence disrupted the leadership structure. Michael now felt solely responsible for the business, intensifying his pressure and stress.

			•Secondary Situation: Following Andrew’s death, Michael appointed Liam to a key leadership role. However, Liam adopted an arrogant and defiant stance, frequently challenging Michael publicly and stirring internal conflict.

			•This power struggle divided employees into opposing factions, further destabilizing the workplace. Michael increasingly felt he was losing control of the organization.

			•Impact on Personal Life: The strain at work spilled into Michael’s home life, where he felt emotionally unsupported by his wife, Rachel. With growing family tensions, his sense of isolation deepened.

			•Physical Effects: The mounting stress triggered physical symptoms—migraines, digestive issues, insomnia, and extreme fatigue. These symptoms became stressors themselves, fueling fears about his health and exacerbating negative thought patterns.

			This intricate web of adversities defined Michael’s “A”—a scenario that required close examination to understand how his irrational beliefs were amplifying his distress. We broke this down into two core events:

			1.The loss of his partner, Andrew

			2.The promotion of Liam within the company

			

			The next step was to identify Michael’s irrational beliefs (IB) about these events, which were driving his emotional turmoil.

			Michael’s Irrational Beliefs (IB)

			Here are some of the irrational beliefs Michael held in response to these situations:

			1.Beliefs about Andrew’s Death:

			•“I can’t move on without him.” This reflects an absolutist belief that Andrew’s presence was essential for him to function.

			•“It’s unfair that he left me to deal with all of this on my own.” This interpretation adds emotional weight, rooted in the belief that events should have unfolded differently.

			•“I must handle everything by myself; if I can’t, I’m a failure.” This rigid, unrealistic demand for self-sufficiency intensified his stress and prevented him from seeking help.

			2.Beliefs about Liam and the Workplace Conflict:

			•“Liam shouldn’t challenge me or question my authority.” This reflects an inflexible expectation that others must act a certain way.

			•“If I can’t get Liam to change, I’ll lose control of the company.” This catastrophic belief turned the conflict into a do-or-die scenario, heightening anxiety and assigning full responsibility to Liam.

			•“It’s unbearable to work with someone like that.” This exaggerated belief magnified the situation, making it seem worse than it was.

			3.Beliefs about Personal Life and Emotional Isolation:

			•“My family should be my refuge, and if it’s not, I’m lost.” This demand created frustration when support at home didn’t meet expectations.

			

			•“I shouldn’t feel this loneliness.” Michael viewed loneliness as unacceptable, invalidating his own emotional experience.

			•“If I don’t fix this soon, everything will fall apart.” This catastrophic mindset increased pressure and despair, compromising his ability to cope.

			Consequences of A x B (C)

			Michael’s irrational beliefs generated a cascade of emotional, cognitive, physical, and behavioral consequences. He experienced persistent sadness and anxiety, accompanied by hopeless internal dialogue and constant rumination. This emotional burden affected his health, personal life, and professional performance. He began avoiding conflict at work but reacted emotionally at home.

			We helped Michael break these consequences down into four key categories:

			•Mental: Rumination

			•Emotional: Anxiety

			•Physiological: Migraines, insomnia, digestive issues, extreme fatigue

			•Behavioral: Withdrawal and isolation

			This framework gave Michael a clearer view of how his beliefs were impacting every area of his life.

			Exploring the Consequences 
in Greater Depth

			•Anxiety: Michael’s anxiety stemmed from the belief that he had to keep the company afloat at all costs. Thoughts like “Everything is falling apart” and “If I lose control, everything is lost” dominated his mind.

			

			•Guilt: He felt he was letting down both Andrew and his employees. Driven by guilt and the need to honor Andrew’s legacy, Michael pushed himself harder—only to feel more inadequate.

			•Hopelessness: The belief that failure to manage the company equaled personal failure led to hopelessness and a pessimistic outlook. This mental state was a precursor to depression.

			•Frustration and Resentment: Constant friction with Liam, combined with feeling unsupported at home, deepened Michael’s frustration. He began to perceive himself as alone in the struggle.

			•Negative Self-Image: Michael internalized criticism and began doubting his own capabilities. He struggled to recognize past successes and started viewing himself as inadequate in every role.

			•Avoidance of Conflict: To avoid confrontation with Liam, Michael withdrew from difficult conversations. While this eased immediate tension, it worsened the workplace environment and undermined his authority.

			•Emotional Isolation: Although he needed support, Michael emotionally withdrew, believing he had to manage everything alone. This led to poor communication with Rachel and further strained their relationship.

			•Emotional Outbursts: Michael avoided expressing frustration at work but had emotional outbursts at home. These often escalated arguments with Rachel and widened the emotional gap between them.

			•Loss of Interest in Activities: Michael began experiencing anhedonia—a loss of interest in previously enjoyable activities. His focus on work consumed all his energy, making it impossible to relax or connect with his family.

			•Physical Health Problems: Stress manifested in severe physical symptoms, including insomnia. The constant mental strain left him feeling perpetually exhausted, feeding a cycle of emotional and physical decline.

			This analysis helped Michael see how deeply his irrational beliefs were affecting every part of his life—thoughts, emotions, health, behavior, and relationships. Recognizing these patterns was a pivotal step in disrupting the cycle and moving toward healthier, more balanced coping strategies.

			Challenging Michael’s Irrational Beliefs (D) 
and Developing New Rational Beliefs (E)

			The next step was to challenge Michael’s irrational beliefs (IBs), critically examining their evidence, logic, and practicality. We then worked to replace them with more adaptive, rational beliefs (RBs). To do this, we used the debate (D) method, focusing on four core IBs:

			•First IB: “If I don’t keep the company running to honor Andrew’s memory, I’ll feel like I’ve failed him—and myself.”

			Key questions:

			•Is it true that keeping the company afloat is the only way to honor Andrew’s memory?

			•What evidence supports the idea that the company’s success or failure defines my own success or failure?

			•What other ways could I meaningfully honor Andrew’s legacy?

			Rational Reformulation: “I don’t have to keep the company running at all costs to honor Andrew. What truly matters is that I’ve done my best to carry his legacy forward. My worth isn’t defined by the company’s outcome—there are many ways to honor him, including valuing his impact and continuing forward in the best way I can.”

			This reformulation helped Michael release the self-imposed pressure that the company’s fate was the sole reflection of his relationship with Andrew. By recognizing other meaningful ways to honor his memory, Michael began to separate his self-worth from the company’s performance, reducing both anxiety and guilt.

			•Second IB: “If I can’t control the company, it means I’m useless.”

			Key questions:

			

			•Is it true that my value as a person depends on complete control of the company?

			•Can I recall times when I succeeded without full control?

			•What are other ways I can demonstrate my value beyond work?

			•Does believing I’m useless help me move forward or solve problems?

			Rational Reformulation: “Lacking total control over the company doesn’t diminish my value. Real leadership isn’t about controlling everything—it’s about learning, growing, and trusting others without seeing it as a failure.”

			This shift helped Michael realize that leadership is not defined by control, but by embracing uncertainty, empowering others, and leveraging collective strengths.

			•Third IB: “If I don’t stay strong and handle this alone, I’m failing both as a business owner and as a person.”

			Key questions:

			•Is it realistic to believe I must solve every problem alone?

			•Can I think of successful people who asked for help?

			•How might seeking support actually improve the situation?

			•Does tying my identity to doing everything myself make sense?

			Rational Reformulation: “Asking for help isn’t weakness—it’s a smart strategy for facing complex challenges. My value and success aren’t measured by doing everything alone. Reaching out for support leads to better decisions and less stress.”

			This reframing helped Michael understand that strong leadership involves collaboration, not isolation. Letting go of unrealistic expectations improved his relationships and reduced the emotional burden he carried.

			•Fourth IB: “Liam is right—I’m no longer capable of doing this.”

			Key questions:

			

			•Does Liam have the authority to define my value and abilities?

			•What past accomplishments prove my competence?

			•Could Liam’s comments reflect his own insecurities rather than the truth?

			•Does it make sense to accept his opinion as fact?

			Rational Reformulation: “Liam’s criticism doesn’t define my abilities. I built this company from the ground up and bring deep experience to the table. Mistakes are part of growth—they don’t diminish my value. I choose to trust my skills and not let Liam’s views shake my confidence.”

			This helped Michael reclaim trust in himself and his leadership. By challenging the undue authority he had granted Liam, he developed a more confident and assertive approach, no longer allowing criticism to undermine his self-worth.

			The goal was to develop healthier, more practical beliefs after challenging his irrational ones. These new beliefs didn’t ignore the reality of his challenges—they empowered him to face them more effectively. Through this therapeutic process, Michael embraced key truths:

			•Not everything was within his control—and that didn’t determine his value as a person or entrepreneur.

			•Asking for help wasn’t failure—it was a tool for managing challenges and building new skills.

			•His life wasn’t defined solely by work. Success included health, family, and personal growth.

			With these new rational beliefs, Michael reconnected with his strengths and focused on what mattered most. He began leading with greater calm and clarity, making more thoughtful decisions and cultivating healthier relationships—both at work and at home. Releasing the need to control everything lightened his mental load and gave him the energy to tackle challenges more objectively. He stopped avoiding conflict with Liam, set clear boundaries, and rebuilt his confidence as a leader. He also sought support—delegating more at work and communicating more openly at home—reducing stress and improving his overall well-being.

			

			Implementing a New Life Philosophy (F)

			Through REBT, Michael began to see himself—and the world—through a lens of clarity and compassion. He realized that true leadership begins with leading the mind. Early in therapy, he uncovered deeply rooted mental patterns and gradually replaced self-imposed pressure with rational thinking. His confidence grew, slowly but steadily.

			The journey wasn’t easy, but it was transformational. Michael restored trust in his abilities, reconnected with his family, and found a healthier work-life balance. A turning point came when he recognized that Rachel and Liam weren’t enemies—they were simply responding from their own irrational patterns. This understanding helped him approach conflict with empathy, reducing tension and deepening connection.

			At work, he shifted from confrontation to collaboration. He held private discussions with Liam, built internal alliances, and launched a mentorship program for junior staff. Liam’s energy became an asset, and the company began to thrive—not despite change, but because of it.

			Ultimately, Michael came to see that Andrew’s real legacy wasn’t the company itself—it was the values they shared: resilience, integrity, and humanity. With that realization, he no longer feared the future.

			He reshaped his entire outlook on life—an essential outcome of REBT. Michael was no longer a lone wolf; he had become the heart of a strong team and a loving family.

			Chapter 5 
Emily and the Overwhelming Worry

			Emily was curled up in the corner of the couch, surrounded by crumpled tissues like they were part of the décor. It wasn’t the first night she’d ended up like this —eyes puffy, chest tight, tears rolling whether she wanted them to or not.

			Her two boys, Ethan (10) and Jonathan (8), were finally asleep after what felt like yet another never-ending bedtime war. David, her husband, was out cold in the bedroom. She could hear his steady breathing all the way from the living room. Instead of soothing her, it just made her feel even more alone.

			—“I’ve got to be up in five hours,” she muttered, eyes flicking to the clock above the fireplace— an heirloom from her mom when she got married. —“Five hours… and I still haven’t finished that report.”

			She rubbed her face with both hands, trying to wipe away the tears that wouldn’t stop. They felt like they were coming from somewhere deep inside, like each one let off a little bit of the pressure she’d been carrying for far too long.

			Emily was 38 and working as a financial exec at a major insurance firm —one of those big-name companies her parents loved to brag about. From the outside, her life looked picture-perfect: great job, lovely house in the suburbs, two healthy kids, and a charming husband. But inside? It was a whole different story. She was constantly overwhelmed, barely hanging on, trying to keep it all from falling apart.

			She’d always been the overachiever —the one who made things happen. She got herself through college on scholarships and part-time gigs. First in her family to go to university, which her parents never stopped beaming about. She could still picture her mom practically glowing at graduation, and her dad pulling her into one of those rare, quiet hugs, whispering, —“I’m proud of you, sweetheart.” She was the dependable one— the one who never messed up. That’s how she got to where she was now.

			—“I used to be so happy at the beginning,” she mumbled, eyes locked on the half-finished report glowing on her laptop screen.

			When she first started at the firm, she loved it. Those early months were a rush of new challenges and nonstop learning. She remembered the high of her first promotion —how she’d flown home to tell David, and how they’d popped open a cheap bottle of champagne in their tiny newlywed apartment to celebrate.

			—“Then I started realizing… some of my coworkers just don’t like me,” she thought, feeling that tight lump rise in her throat again.

			The vibe at the office had totally shifted over the years. What used to feel like exciting challenges now felt like daily uphill battles. She could sense it—the side glances in the hallway, the awkward silence in the break room. —“I try to be perfect. I never say no,” she whispered to herself. — “But every time I get called into a meeting with one of them, I feel like I’m going to pass out. I want to cry, and I know that just makes me look weak to them.”

			She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. Part of it, she knew, was pure exhaustion. Every day started at 5:30 a.m. with meditation, but lately, instead of calming her down, all it did was kickstart the mental to-do list: quarterly reports, presentations, a flood of emails, nonstop meetings... Then it was off to the gym, but even during yoga, her brain stayed at work, running through problems that hadn’t even happened yet. — “At least I’m in shape,” she’d joke to herself when she caught her reflection in the gym mirrors.

			

			She glanced at the clock. Four hours of sleep. Again. — “There’s just no time to sleep,” she told herself every night while powering through her workload. The dark circles under her eyes had basically taken up permanent residence, no matter how much concealer she used. — “David says I’m the queen of efficiency, but that I worry too much,” she muttered, half-smiling. He was her rock—her college sweetheart. Always supportive, but he didn’t fully get it. Not really. — “His job’s different. His team respects him. His office isn’t a battlefield like mine.”

			With another long sigh, Emily finally shut down her laptop. She felt completely wrung out and kept telling herself that staying up this late was only making everything worse. She padded quietly to her sons’ room and stood in the doorway, watching them sleep. Jonathan, her youngest, had just started wearing glasses—a detail that weighed on her more than she liked to admit. She’d noticed lately that the other kids at the park didn’t call him over to play as much. That subtle shift broke her heart in ways she couldn’t explain. —What if they’re leaving him out? she wondered.

			That old fear—rejection—never really left her. Not her own, and not her kids’. She walked over to Ethan’s bed and gently brushed his hair back. He stirred a little, mumbling something in his sleep. A wave of guilt hit her, hard. She thought back to their quick exchange earlier that day.

			— “Mom, can we talk later?”

			— “Tomorrow, honey. I need to finish a report.”

			I always push it to tomorrow, she scolded herself, her stomach tightening. It felt like she was being stretched too thin—at work, at home—failing to give either one the full version of herself.

			She slipped out of the boys’ room and into the bedroom, where David was still sleeping peacefully. She climbed into bed beside him, knowing it’d be at least an hour before she’d fall asleep. —”Am I pregnant?” The thought had been on repeat every night that week. Her period was late. A small part of her felt excited—like maybe this could be something beautiful—but the rest of her was terrified. She hadn’t taken a test yet. David would be over the moon; he’d always dreamed of having a daughter. But the idea of a third child felt completely overwhelming. —”I can barely manage what I’ve already got... how the hell would I add a baby to the mix?”  She pictured it for a second: bottles, night feedings, school pickups, back-to-back meetings, spreadsheets... It was too much. She closed her eyes, hoping for rest, but her mind refused to quiet down.

			Lately, her body had been throwing up red flags. Just last week, in the middle of a meeting, her heart had started pounding out of nowhere. She’d had to excuse herself, clutching her chest as she made it back to her office to sit down and catch her breath. Later that day, the doctor told her to see a cardiologist. She hadn’t gone. —”I can’t afford to be sick”, she thought. The idea of something seriously wrong scared her as much as the idea of being seen as weak—people thinking she couldn’t handle the pressure. —”What if something is bad? What happens to the kids? To David? I can’t let them down”. Tears came again. She rolled onto her side and hugged her pillow tight.

			Morning came way too fast. The alarm buzzed at 5:30, like always, but Emily didn’t move right away. She stayed under the covers for a moment, her mom’s voice echoing in her head—something she’d said over lunch the Sunday before: —“If you don’t slow down, sweetheart, you’re going to break.” Her mom had noticed the kind of things only a mother would catch. The deeper under-eye circles, the smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, the subtle tremble in her hands as she held her coffee. —”Maybe I already am breaking”, Emily thought. She wiped her tears and got up to face yet another day—one that already felt as heavy as the last. Her body ached, and her mind was clouded with dark, anxious thoughts. — “I’m too tired to go to the gym… I can’t do this anymore,” she whispered to herself. David stirred beside her, still half-asleep.

			—“You okay, honey?”

			

			She forced a small smile he couldn’t see in the dark and answered, —“Yeah, I’m fine.” Even she didn’t believe it.

			She shuffled to the bathroom and turned on the shower. The sound of the water only added to the noise in her head. As the hot spray hit her face and soaked her hair, she closed her eyes. — “I wish this water could wash it all away—inside and out,” she whispered, the weight in her chest still pressing hard. And then it hit her—clear and sharp through the steam: —You can’t keep going like this.

			That heart scare from last week flashed in her mind. And for the first time, the fear of something really happening to her was stronger than the fear of falling behind at work. She turned off the water, dried off without really thinking, then walked back to the bedroom. She grabbed her phone from the nightstand. Heart racing, she brought it to her lips and whispered so she wouldn’t wake David:

			—“Siri, remind me to call the cardiologist at noon.”

			—“Okay, Emily. Have a great day.”

			She pulled on her clothes for work and caught her reflection in the mirror. She saw a tired woman —but not broken. There was something new behind her eyes. A flicker. A spark of resolve. With a shaky breath and a quiet sort of bravery, she looked at herself and said, —“It’s about time to face this, darling.”

			A few days later, the tests came back —her heart was fine. The cardiologist told her what she deep down already knew: anxiety. He recommended therapy. The diagnosis felt like a balm— finally, a name for the storm she’d been trying to outrun.

			When she told David, she made herself a promise. No more sitting on that invisible throne of tears she’d built over the years. It was time to step down. To find a new kingdom —one built not on performance or pressure, but on health, peace, and the quiet power of knowing when to ask for help.

			

			The Impacts of Emily’s Beliefs on Her Professional and Personal Life

			Emily’s case illustrates how excessive worry can negatively impact both personal well-being and professional performance. Her compulsive overthinking led to anxiety, disrupted sleep, and reduced effectiveness as a leader.

			Impact on the Business Environment: Lower Efficiency and Team Strain

			In her leadership role at a major insurance firm, Emily’s perfectionism and chronic worry slowed progress and strained team dynamics. She spent too much time on tasks that could have been delegated, which delayed decisions and extended project timelines. Preoccupied with potential problems, she unintentionally projected her anxiety onto the team. Though respected for her technical expertise, colleagues found her distant and unapproachable, which limited collaboration and weakened team cohesion.

			Impact on the Workplace: Stress and Perceived Weakness

			Her fixation on details disrupted workflows and created unnecessary pressure. Emily struggled to prioritize, overloaded herself, and interfered with balanced task distribution. Despite efforts to mask her fatigue, signs of emotional strain—such as crying and heart palpitations—became evident, undermining her credibility as a steady leader. Her belief that coworkers disliked her contributed to a tense and distrustful atmosphere.

			Impact on Leadership: Fear-Based Decisions

			Emily frequently made decisions out of fear—fear of failure or being judged—often prioritizing self-preservation over strategic goals. Her emotional exhaustion eroded her image as a resilient leader and diminished her team’s confidence in her ability to perform under pressure.

			

			Toxic Work Environment and Leadership Breakdown

			Emily’s anxiety and perfectionism fostered a culture of fear, where mistakes seemed unacceptable. Her critical outlook and lack of recognition for team successes lowered morale and productivity. While her leadership had once been instrumental during industry challenges, her inability to manage stress eventually compromised her effectiveness. Her insomnia, physical symptoms, and burnout reflected a form of self-destructive leadership that was unsustainable over time.

			Emily’s Process

			Emily is a clear example of someone who felt completely overwhelmed by her circumstances—so much so that she couldn’t imagine she had any control over them. She believed her distress was entirely caused by external events. Her journey began with the realization that, unconsciously, she was falling into what is known in REBT as the “irrational cascade.” This process begins with a rigid, irrational belief—something she believed must happen no matter what—and spreads irrationality across other areas of life.

			Let’s look at an example of her irrational beliefs, based on one of the many triggering events she faced daily. These events serve as opportunities to identify the components of the ABC model. The more specific the event, the easier it is to pinpoint A, B, and C. As discussed in earlier chapters—particularly in Michael’s case—we’ve already covered the method in detail, so we’ll skip the basics here and move further in our exploration of self-awareness.

			Activating Event

			When Ethan, her oldest son, asked if he could talk to her, Emily responded that she needed to finish a report, and they could talk the next day. To describe the event (A), Emily had to avoid subjective interpretations. In other words, A must be stated with maximum objectivity—like watching a scene through binoculars or on a screen, free from personal opinion (think of cold and hot cognitions).

			

			In this case, an outside observer might say: “A child asks his mother if he can talk to her, and the mother hugs him and replies that they’ll talk tomorrow because she has to finish a report.” This emphasis on objective description matters because people often mix A and B—confusing what happened with how they feel about what happened. For instance, when Emily was asked to describe an event (A), her first response was: “My son needed to talk to me, and I ignored him.” We explained that this was not a description of A but rather a belief (B), as it included two subjective judgments presented as facts:

			Actual A: “Ethan asked me if he could talk to me.”

			Interpretive A: “Ethan needed to talk to me.”

			Actual A: “I replied that I couldn’t because I had to finish a report.”

			Interpretive A: “I ignored him.”

			These subjective evaluations stemmed from Emily’s internal narrative and thus belonged to B, not A. This distinction is often difficult to make, as people tend to blur the line between thought and feeling. One neurological explanation is that emotional processing in the limbic system reaches the cortical structures of the brain within milliseconds—making emotions feel almost simultaneous with thoughts. This perception of immediacy makes it easy to confuse the two.

			Emily began to understand how her interpretations added bias to the situation. She assumed Ethan “needed” to talk to her, and letting go of that assumption was challenging. The difficulty lay in the fact that people without training in rational thinking often accept only the information that confirms what they already believe. This is why developing rational thought requires openness. Practicing humility and questioning every thought that arises is essential—something that can be tough for individuals used to leading others and now facing the humbling task of learning to lead their own thinking.

			Additionally, many people believe their intelligence should help them distinguish objectivity from subjectivity. However, as noted earlier, intelligence and rationality don’t always align. In some cases, they may even be at odds.

			The Next Step: Detecting the Consequences

			The next step in Emily’s ABC process was identifying the consequences. Emily explained that she felt very guilty; that she kept putting things off until tomorrow; that she was torn between work and family and couldn’t fully meet the demands of either. She described a tightness in her stomach and remembered sighing deeply. With this information, we were able to identify several types of consequences (C):

			•Emotional C: guilt

			•Behavioral C: she hugged Ethan

			•Cognitive C: self-critical thoughts such as “I always put it off until tomorrow,” “I’m torn between work and family,” “I can’t fully fulfill anything.”

			•Physiological C: tightness in the stomach and deep sighs

			This analysis helped Emily differentiate between two types of thoughts based on their timing. On one hand, there were thoughts that resulted from the ABC process—these were the cognitive consequences (C). We explained to Emily that cognitive consequences are the immediate thoughts that arise from adding A + B. A simple way to recognize them is by calling them ruminations.

			In psychology, rumination refers to the repeated, unconscious, and involuntary cycling through a thought, problem, or situation. It is not deliberate reflection aimed at finding a solution, but rather obsessive thinking that causes emotional discomfort. The term rumination also refers to the process by which some animals regurgitate and re-chew food. Humans do something similar with our thoughts—we mentally chew them, swallow, regurgitate, and chew again... continuing an obsessive cycle we often enter unknowingly, due to an inability to redirect our attention mindfully.

			REBT teaches us how to break free from this mental loop.

			

			When conducting an ABC analysis, we focus on whether there’s a cognitive consequence in the form of ruminative thinking, and we take care not to confuse these with B—the beliefs and thoughts that give rise to the consequences. In Emily’s case, the following questions helped clarify these distinctions:

			•What happened? “My son asked if he could talk to me.” = A

			•What did you think? “That I couldn’t because I had to finish the report.” = B

			•What did you do? “I hugged him and told him we’d talk the next day.” = Behavioral C

			•Did you experience any emotions? “I felt very guilty.” = Emotional C

			•Where did you feel that emotion in your body? “Pressure in my stomach.” = Physiological C

			•Did you think anything else? “I always put things off until tomorrow”; “I’m doing everything wrong.” = Cognitive C

			Through this analysis, Emily was able to separate the thoughts related to B from those tied to C. Let’s take a closer look. The thoughts linked to B are expressions of our core beliefs. These beliefs, often unconscious, influence how we act and perceive the world.

			While we are typically aware of our thoughts—because we can speak or write them—we are not always aware of our underlying beliefs. Beliefs often work beneath the surface. We guided Emily in exploring her belief system within the ABC framework.

			Discovering the Irrational Belief

			When asked, “What did you think?” Emily replied, “That I couldn’t talk to my son because I had to finish the report.” This was the thought that expressed her underlying belief. But what belief was driving it?

			The answer lies in the investigative process central to REBT. In Emily’s case, we explored her thoughts using a “funnel format” to uncover the core irrational belief:

			

			—What does it mean to choose finishing the report over talking to your son?

			Emily: “Relief from focusing on the report, but I feel bad for Ethan.”

			—Yes, those are consequences. But what do you think about that relief and the guilt?

			Emily: “That’s just my life.”

			—And what do you think about your life being like that?

			Emily: “I feel guilty.”

			—That’s an emotion, not a thought. What do you think about your life being like that?

			Emily: “I should find a way to properly attend to my children.”

			—What does that mean to you?

			Emily: “I should always be available when they need me.”

			—And if you can’t be available, what does that mean to you?

			Emily: “That I’m not up to the task as a mother.” (She begins to cry.)

			—What does being “up to the task” mean?

			Emily: “A good mother is always available to her children; they must be her priority.” (Sobbing continues.) “If I were a good mother, I should do the impossible to make my children feel loved and supported at all times; they should know they can always count on me.”

			—And if that’s not the case...?

			Emily: “Then I’m a bad mother. Obviously. I’m not like my mom—she’s always there for me.”

			

			—Anything else?

			Emily: “Isn’t that enough? If you’re a bad mom, you’re just a crappy person overall.”

			And that’s how we arrived at Emily’s core irrational belief: “To be a good mother, I should always take care of my children, they should be my priority, and they should feel that way; otherwise, I’m a crappy person overall.”

			Emily was trapped by the tyranny of the shoulds.

			The Difference Between Being a Rational and an Irrational Mother

			Emily had unconsciously created the idealized expectation of a perfect mother—and internalized all the pressures that came with it. We explained that a demand is not just a desire, but an excessive, non-negotiable expectation that feels like a necessity.

			There’s a critical difference between being a rational mother and an irrational one. A rational mother prefers to be available for her children but understands that it’s not always possible. She responds to her children’s needs, not to unrealistic internal standards. When she can’t meet her preference, she doesn’t condemn herself; instead, she seeks solutions. And if no solution is found, she still doesn’t label herself a bad person—because some things are beyond her control.

			We also taught Emily to identify irrational beliefs by watching for the word “should.” “Should” usually signals a demand—a rigid internal rule about how one must act or feel. It doesn’t merely critique behavior; it attacks the person’s worth.

			Emily needed to understand that not being available for her son that day didn’t make her a bad mother. She might feel disappointed in herself, but that didn’t define her motherhood or her character. While other areas of her life, like her job, could impact her relationship with her children, those were separate challenges to explore. She would also need to address irrational beliefs related to work and develop strategies to improve work-life balance.

			

			With Emily, we examined multiple scenarios using the ABC model, addressing the thoughts and emotions she shared, such as:

			•“All my life, even as a kid, I was always the one who never failed.”

			•“I was doing well at work until I realized some colleagues didn’t like me.”

			•“I try to be perfect.”

			•“I never say no.”

			•“Wanting to cry makes me seem weak.”

			•“I’m terrified of seeing myself as a failure.”

			•“Even when I practice yoga asanas, my mind is anticipating problems.”

			•“I don’t have time to sleep.”

			•“My office is a minefield.”

			•“What if my young son is rejected because he wears glasses?”

			•“I’m afraid I’m pregnant and will have more responsibilities I can’t handle.”

			•“I can’t get sick; my family needs me.”

			•“I’m terrified my colleagues will think I can’t handle the pressure—it makes me seem fragile.”

			•“Maybe I’m already broken, like my mom says.”

			•“Today will be as exhausting as yesterday, but I have to keep going to maintain everything afloat.”

			•“I cry all the time, about everything, alone.”

			All these thoughts and emotions were saturated with unconscious “shoulds”—rigid demands that shaped her experiences. The therapeutic process involved applying the ABC(DEF) model to each scenario, identifying each element, exploring irrational beliefs, and gradually transforming them into rational ones—turning needs into desires, and demands into preferences.

			One particularly distressing issue for Emily was her tendency to cry frequently. It wasn’t pathological or due to neurological dysfunction. During the anamnesis, Emily shared that the crying began the day she was called by the school to pick up her younger son, who had sustained a minor injury during recess. She was in a meeting with her phone on silent and missed the call. When she saw the missed calls from the school and her husband, she panicked and broke down in the car, unable to drive. From that moment on, the crying episodes became recurrent. By the time we revisited this event, three and a half years had passed. 

			Emily had been practicing REBT for several weeks and had come to understand that this episode was beyond her control. While she would have preferred to be available for her son, the fact that she wasn’t did not mean she was a bad mother—or a bad person.

			Implementing a New Life Philosophy (F)

			Emily realized that her well-being didn’t depend on controlling every detail of her life, but rather on adopting a more flexible mindset—where not everything had to be black or white. She embraced new beliefs that eased her anxiety and improved her performance across all areas:

			•Personal Life: She learned to prioritize her emotional well-being without guilt, making time for activities that rejuvenated her—like spending quality time with loved ones and practicing mindfulness during meditation and exercise.

			•Professional Life: She stopped viewing mistakes as failures and started seeing them as opportunities for growth. Delegating tasks became central to building trust with her team and fostering a more collaborative, efficient work environment. Colleagues noticed the shift: “Emily, it’s so good to see you—you used to be so wrapped up in work, but you seem different now.”

			•Business Leadership: She let go of obsessing over daily metrics and began focusing on long-term strategy. This shift allowed her to operate with less stress and greater purpose. Reports didn’t need to be perfect—just practical.

			•Relationships: She released the belief that she always had to be strong and independent, recognizing that asking for help and expressing vulnerability was a sign of maturity. This deepened both personal and professional relationships.

			•Self-Worth: She stopped the cycle of harsh self-criticism. Mistakes no longer defined her value, and she cared less about others’ opinions—especially in a high-responsibility role. What mattered most was how she viewed herself, and she knew she was giving her best.

			With this new philosophy, Emily led with clarity, empathy, and emotional composure—cultivating deeper, more authentic connections with others.

			Changes in Emotions and Behaviors

			As Emily reframed her irrational beliefs into rational ones, her emotions and behaviors began to shift in profound ways. Here are some examples:

			•Before: She felt sharp anxiety at every setback at work, believing everything had to be perfect.

			•After: She stayed calm in stressful situations, reminding herself that problems could be solved and that mistakes are part of the process.

			•Before: She avoided delegating tasks, afraid things wouldn’t be done her way and would go wrong.

			•After: She trusted her team more and realized that true efficiency comes from collaboration—not from total control. When everyone contributes, everyone succeeds.

			•Before: She believed her personal and professional lives had to remain separate.

			•After: She found a healthy balance between both, which improved her overall well-being.

			•Before: She was terrified that her children might feel neglected.

			•After: She learned to nurture her children in ways that encouraged secure, healthy relationships.

			

			These shifts helped her significantly reduce stress, improve her health, and develop a more conscious and effective leadership style.

			Emily’s Transformation Through REBT

			Emily’s journey demonstrates how crises—though painful—can serve as powerful catalysts for transformation. The REBT process helped her to:

			1.Identify her irrational beliefs: She realized her constant worrying stemmed from rigid, draining assumptions. She came to see worrying as irrational—as pointless as carrying an open umbrella every day just in case it rains.

			2.Question and replace those beliefs: She learned to trade thoughts like “If I don’t worry, nothing will get done” for healthier ones, such as “I’m doing my best, and that’s enough; worrying doesn’t help.”

			3.Redefine her identity as a leader: REBT helped her move beyond the rigid, anxious leader she had been, toward someone who leads with grounded confidence.

			Emily came to understand that true leadership isn’t about controlling every detail—it’s about guiding both people and yourself with clarity and common sense. Leadership isn’t about competing with others; it’s about influencing them—and that influence grows when you first learn to lead yourself.

			Her story reminds us that emotional well-being isn’t a luxury—it’s a necessity for sustainable, effective leadership. Key lessons learned include:

			•Letting go of control doesn’t mean losing authority—it creates space for collaboration and trust.

			•Worrying is a harmful habit that clouds judgment and reduces effectiveness.

			•Delegating and asking for help are not signs of weakness, but of wisdom and emotional intelligence.

			

			•Leading with a rational mindset means integrating clear thinking with healthy emotions to make solid decisions.

			Ultimately, Emily discovered that authentic leadership starts with cultivating a mindset that empowers you to face challenges without losing yourself. She embraced this shift fully—leading with both clarity of mind and depth of heart.

			Chapter 6 
Alex and the Addiction to Social Networks

			Alex, 32, the youngest of three brothers, lived in a sleek, minimalist penthouse in the heart of Madrid. Born to a wealthy family with a Spanish father and a Costa Rican mother, he grew up with an international outlook and high expectations.

			His older brothers took the traditional path: joining their father’s prestigious law firm, getting married, and starting families. Alex, however, chose a different route. After finishing his studies, he spent more time traveling the world than his parents considered appropriate. When he returned, he launched his career, and in just two and a half years, he was promoted to country manager for Spain and Portugal at a major American tech company. A remarkable achievement—but it came with a lingering doubt: had his rapid rise been due to his own abilities, or was it the result of his influential father pulling strings?

			On the surface, Alex’s life seemed perfect. Yet beneath the professional success and his popularity on social media, there was an internal conflict he couldn’t shake. Nomophobia—the irrational fear of being without a phone or connection—had taken hold in ways he didn’t fully understand. His smartphone had become more than a device; it was his lifeline to the digital world, an extension of himself that left him feeling incomplete without it. Every notification, every like, every retweet, every comment on his posts was a dose of validation that kept him going. What started as a tool to keep him on top of work had slowly seeped into every part of his life, blurring the lines between the professional and the personal, between his real identity and the curated digital version he projected.

			

			Alex spent hours scrolling through industry news, always with the intent of being the first to share it with his vast network. His follower count was growing exponentially, cementing his position as a thought leader in his field—only fueling his obsession with staying connected and breaking the latest news first. “You’re a born leader,” he’d tell himself. But this addiction to digital validation was starting to take a toll, especially on his personal life. Two months ago, Mark, his partner of four years, ended their relationship. The reasons were complex, as breakups often are, but one recurring issue stood out: Alex’s inability to be present. Dinner dates interrupted by notifications, fragmented conversations as he checked his feed, intimate moments disrupted by the urge to document and share every second—these habits slowly wore down the relationship until Mark couldn’t take it anymore. He left Alex alone in the apartment—surrounded by luxury, but empty of the human connection his partner once provided.

			At work, things looked different. Alex was known for his almost robotic efficiency. “Keep it short” had become his mantra, earning him a reputation as an effective—if somewhat distant—leader. What his colleagues didn’t see was the internal struggle he faced daily, torn between professional ambition and a growing dependency on digital approval. Every decision, strategy, and interaction were shaped by how it would be perceived on social media, how it might reinforce his online persona.

			One night, after a major corporate event, Alex posted a carefully selected photo on his social media. It showed him surrounded by influential industry leaders, captioned with confident words exuding success. He went to bed anticipating an avalanche of likes, comments, and new followers—the validation he so deeply craved.

			But the next morning, reality hit hard. Amid the usual praise, a stream of negative comments started rolling in. Haters. Some users, hidden behind the anonymity of the Internet, questioned his success: “Just another rich kid who thinks he made it on his own,” one wrote. “How much did your dad pay to get you that position?” said another.

			

			The criticism wasn’t overwhelming, but it was enough to make Alex feel like the ground was slipping from beneath him. He spent the next hour refreshing the page, watching the negative comments pile up. Each new notification felt like a punch to the gut, feeding his deepest insecurities. “What if they’re right?” he thought. “What if my success is just privilege in disguise?”

			At the office, things became a blur. He moved through the day like an automaton, struggling to maintain his usual composure. In meetings, his trademark efficiency gave way to distracted silence. His mind was consumed by the online criticism, threatening to unravel the foundation of his self-worth. That afternoon, as he chatted with a colleague, Alex couldn’t resist checking his phone again. The feed was still flooded with likes and comments, but his stomach churned with anxiety. He looked up at the ceiling, trying to shake the panic that had begun to settle in. He felt the need to step outside for some fresh air, but before he did, almost without thinking, he turned his phone off and locked it in his drawer, as if to punish it for being the bearer of bad news. His hands trembled as he reached for the door handle, but somehow, walking outside felt like a breath of fresh air. He walked aimlessly for a while, trying to clear his mind, though it only seemed to heighten his unease. A cyclist nearly hit him at a crosswalk, yelling as he passed.

			The further he walked, the more details of the city he noticed—things he’d never seen before: the smell of freshly baked bread, the laughter of children in a schoolyard, the vibrant colors of a street mural. Without a screen in front of him, the world seemed more vivid. He ended up in a park he’d never visited before and sat down on a bench. Just ahead, a group of elderly people played pétanque, their laughter echoing a sense of camaraderie that felt strangely foreign to him.

			A homeless man approached. — “Got a buck?” he asked. — “Sorry, I don’t carry cash,” Alex muttered, the words feeling hollower than usual. But at that moment, something clicked. He saw himself in the man—both of them begging: one for spare change, the other for likes. It hit him hard. He had spent so much time curating an image of success, so fixated on validation from strangers online, that he’d lost sight of what truly mattered: real connections, genuine experiences... Mark.

			Sitting on that bench, Alex made the hardest—and most liberating—decision of his life: he had to disconnect. Not permanently, but enough to rediscover who he really was—beyond the likes, the followers, and yes, even the critics. He couldn’t let social media steal the one thing that still mattered: the relationship with Mark.

			The walk back to the office felt different. Alex stood taller, breathed deeper. He knew what he was about to do wouldn’t be easy. His career, his public image—so much of his identity was tied to his digital life. But he also knew change was necessary. He wanted Mark back. When he returned to his desk, the first thing he did was call Nick, his community manager.

			— “Nick, I’m going to step back from social media for a while,” he said, voice unsteady.

			There was a pause on the other end. Nick, who knew Alex well, seemed to understand the weight of what he’d just said.

			— “Are you sure? Do you want me to take care of everything for now?”

			— “Yeah, please. I trust you. Handle the accounts however you think is best. If anything urgent comes up, just text me. Otherwise... I really need a break.”

			After hanging up, Alex walked to the window. The sun was setting, casting warm colors across the sky. For the first time in ages, he felt a flicker of peace. But then, in an instant, panic surged. The ground seemed to shift beneath him, the horizon spinning. He gripped the window frame, breath shallow. The panic wasn’t just physical—it was emotional. He was terrified of what lay ahead, but deep down, he knew this was the right step.

			

			Frustrated but determined, he pulled out his phone and searched for Mark’s contact. He hesitated, thumb hovering over the screen, then pressed the call button. After a few rings, Mark’s familiar voice came through.

			— “Alex? Is everything okay?”

			— “Mark... I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to try disconnecting from social media—at least for a bit. But I’m scared. I don’t know if I can pull this off. I think I need help. A lot of it.”

			There was a pause. Mark’s voice returned, soft and full of concern.

			— “Alex, it’s okay. You’re not alone. Whatever you decide, I’m here for you.”

			Alex exhaled, his throat tight.

			— “Thank you.”

			— “Listen,” Mark continued, “I know a therapist who helped me a lot. I think she could help you too. Want me to send her info?”

			— “Yes, please,” Alex said, feeling a little lighter—but still overwhelmed.

			After hanging up, Alex saved the contact. He stared at his phone for a moment, then, with a deep sigh, sent a message to the therapist. It took him a while to find the right words, but eventually, he typed:

			“Hi, I’m Alex. A friend gave me your number. I’m not sure how to explain this... I feel lost. I think I’m addicted to social media. I had a panic attack today looking out the window. It’s never happened before. I need help. Can you see me as soon as possible? Thanks.”

			He hit send. And the moment he did, something shifted. He didn’t know if the journey ahead would be easy or fast—but he knew real change had just begun.

			

			The Impacts of Alex’s Beliefs on His Professional and Personal Life

			Alex’s case highlights how social media addiction, emotional dependence, and the need for external validation can significantly affect his work environment, leadership capacity, and team dynamics. Below are the impacts of these behaviors before they were addressed through therapy.

			Impact on the Business Environment

			Alex’s obsession with social media and his constant need for digital validation fostered a competitive, superficial work culture, undermining both collaboration and continuous learning. His emotional detachment made him appear inaccessible as a leader—more invested in external outcomes than in his team’s well-being. His addiction diverted his attention from strategic planning, prompting reactive, short-term decisions that compromised both his and his team’s overall performance.

			Impact on Leadership

			Though efficient, Alex’s emotional disconnect and reliance on online approval eroded trust and loyalty within his team. His anxiety about online criticism and inability to unplug sent mixed signals: pushing for efficiency while remaining distracted by the digital world. His need to maintain a flawless image caused him to conceal his emotions, which discouraged open communication and stifled both creativity and problem-solving.

			Impact on Professional and Personal Performance

			The constant urge to stay digitally updated drained Alex’s focus, elevated his stress levels, and pushed him toward burnout, diminishing the quality of his work. His dependency on social media validation made him hypersensitive to criticism, negatively influencing both his mood and productivity.

			Impact on Personal Relationships

			Alex’s preference for virtual interactions distanced him from real-world connections, straining both personal and professional relationships. His social media addiction also contributed to his breakup with Mark, as he struggled to emotionally engage—deepening his sense of loneliness.

			In short, Alex’s social media dependency and need for external validation compromised his well-being, damaged his relationships, and diminished his effectiveness as a leader. His behavior took a toll on both his team and the broader company culture.

			Alex’s Process

			When Alex walked into therapy, he was visibly anxious. He admitted to feeling completely lost, as though he no longer recognized himself. On one hand, he was convinced that his personal traits and intellect had rapidly advanced him to the top of his field. “I’m a leader in my industry—admired by some, disliked by others,” he said, frustration audible in his voice. “But in my personal life, I feel like a total failure. I’ve driven away the one person who matters most to me.”

			Alex knew exactly why he was there. He had several clear reasons for seeking therapy: Mark had left him; constant social media feedback was eroding his self-esteem; he was beginning to question whether his career success was truly his own or simply the result of his father’s influence; and a panic attack at work had made him realize he could no longer ignore his deeper issues. When asked to identify his main priority, he didn’t hesitate: “I need Mark back.”

			It quickly became evident that reuniting with Mark felt like the cornerstone for everything else. That goal symbolized the confidence, calm, and emotional support he believed he needed to address the rest. Like many individuals entering therapy in a state of emotional crisis, Alex needed a process of re-learning. His urgent desire to reunite with Mark became the starting point.

			The Need for the Other to Change

			The principle that we cannot change others—only ourselves—is foundational in personal growth and especially in REBT. We often become frustrated by the actions of others, hoping they’ll change or adopt our perspectives. But this expectation rarely results in healthy outcomes; instead, it generates tension, resentment, guilt, fear, and other unhelpful emotions.

			Attempting to change others can lead to conflict and emotional exhaustion. We explained to Alex that everyone’s behavior is shaped by their own beliefs, experiences, and motivations. Focusing on changing someone else often leads us to neglect our own needs, reinforcing emotional dependency.

			Alex was confusing what he genuinely needed with what he believed he needed. Using the ABC model, we broke down his thinking:

			•A: “I need Mark to come back.”

			•B: “I must have Mark in my life to feel balanced, confident, at peace, secure, and truly happy.”

			•C: Anxiety

			We simplified the ABC model to help Alex recognize the irrational thought patterns fueling his emotional state.

			Analysis of A: “I need Mark to come back.”

			At the time of therapy, two months had passed since Mark left. The triggering event wasn’t simply Mark’s departure (external A), but the persistent internal dialogue Alex had been replaying. The external event had evolved into a continuous internal narrative.

			Analysis of B: “I must have Mark in my life to feel...”

			Rather than analyzing B in terms of Mark’s departure, we looked at Alex’s belief in the necessity of Mark’s return. This distinction was crucial. Over the past two months, Alex had convinced himself that Mark’s presence was essential for emotional stability and happiness. His inner voice repeated that without Mark, he couldn’t feel balanced, confident, calm, secure, or happy. Let’s label this combination of emotions as “x.”

			Alex was equating A directly with C:

			A [image: ] C: “I need Mark to come back to feel ‘x’; therefore, Feeling ‘x’ depends on Mark returning.”

			

			In simpler terms: “I can’t feel ‘x’ without Mark.”

			The emotional outcome of this reasoning was anxiety: A (“I need Mark”) [image: ] C (Anxiety)

			Analysis of C: Anxiety

			The ABC model encourages us to examine different types of consequences under “C”: cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and physical. In Alex’s case, we focused on just one—anxiety.

			Alex believed his anxiety stemmed from Mark’s departure (external A). In reality, it was driven by:

			1.His belief that he needed Mark back (the actual A), and

			2.His belief that only Mark could bring him emotional stability (B).

			This thought process—amplified by his inner “caveman voice”—was at the core of his anxiety: A + Bⁿ = C

			Do I really need Mark to come back to feel “x”?

			Alex began challenging his irrational beliefs, asking himself:

			•“Before meeting Mark, did I ever feel balanced, confident, calm, secure, or happy?”

			•“If yes, why do I now believe I can’t feel that way again—even without Mark?”

			•“If no, why am I holding Mark—someone I’ve only known for five years—responsible for my emotional state?”

			•“Do I have actual evidence that only Mark can make me feel this way?”

			•“What happens if I keep believing I need him to feel whole?”

			•“Is this belief helping or hurting my well-being?”

			•“Should I reconsider my goal of wanting him back and replace it with something more empowering?”

			

			•“Does clinging to this belief help me achieve my other goals in therapy?”

			These questions helped Alex begin to deconstruct his thinking—though not without resistance. He initially countered:

			— “Yes, I felt all those things before, but... never like I did with Mark. I thought I was happy before, but he showed me what real happiness is.”

			This type of thinking is common after a breakup. The irrational logic goes: “I’ve never felt this happy, so I’ll never feel this way again—and definitely not with anyone else.” We refer to this as the crystal ball bias—the assumption that we can predict future emotional experiences with certainty.

			We encourage readers to use similar self-questioning techniques to counteract magical thinking. Through the ABC model and Socratic inquiry, Alex recognized that lasting transformation begins with the self. And while change can influence others, it starts from within.

			When we take ownership of our own behavior, thoughts, and emotions, we create space for real change— in ourselves and in our relationships. Practicing self-reflection helps us become more empathetic and assertive, which allows us to positively influence our environment. For example, when we shift how we respond to situations, we change relationship dynamics—without needing to “fix” anyone else. Focusing on self-growth often inspires those around us to do the same. Ultimately, accepting that we can only change ourselves paves the way for more authentic, fulfilling relationships—ones where each person is appreciated as they are, not seen as a “project” to be improved.

			Alex smiled, almost surprised, and admitted:

			— “It’s true... I see it differently now. I’ve been so happy with Mark, and I still want him back more than anything. But now I understand that even if that doesn’t happen, I can still move forward—and continue adding value to my life and others’. I love Mark, but I don’t need him to feel balanced, confident, calm, secure, and happy.”

			

			... — “But I really hope he comes back!” Alex shouted, laughing heartily.

			Vulnerable… So What?

			While the breakup with Mark—and his desire to rekindle the relationship—was the first issue Alex wanted to address in therapy, he quickly found it easy to shift his irrational beliefs around that. However, there were deeper layers he still needed to confront. According to him, they made him feel something “completely at odds with what someone like me—a leader—is supposed to feel: vulnerability.”

			Vulnerability is a key concept in REBT, which views it not as an inherent flaw to fix but as a mental construct shaped by our beliefs and attitudes. People often feel vulnerable because of irrational thoughts they’ve absorbed over time. For example, believing that “my worth must be validated through my professional achievements” can lead to feelings of inadequacy and a fear of failure when external recognition is lacking. When we encounter challenges or criticism, we tend to take them personally or catastrophize the outcomes—amplifying our sense of being overwhelmed. Instead of viewing criticism as a learning opportunity—or simply as an irrelevant opinion shaped by someone’s incompetence or lack of tact—we may see it as confirmation of our deepest flaws.

			The goal of REBT is to empower individuals with the knowledge and tools to manage their thoughts, emotions, behaviors, and relationships—so they can become their own therapist. And the sooner that happens, the better. A major part of the process involves challenging destructive thoughts and replacing them with healthier beliefs. For instance, shifting from “I can’t handle rejection” to “Rejection is a normal part of life, and I can deal with it” helps build emotional resilience and eases the impact of vulnerability.

			REBT also emphasizes the importance of embracing our shared humanity—and recognizing that vulnerability is a universal experience. Everyone feels it at different moments. Letting go of the need to appear flawless or untouchable can be incredibly liberating. Rather than resisting vulnerability, it’s better to meet it with self-compassion and empathy for others. Being vulnerable doesn’t diminish our worth— it’s a fundamental part of being human.

			Part of Alex’s therapeutic journey involved building self-affirmation and learning coping strategies. He practiced expressing emotions, setting healthy boundaries, and seeking support from others—not to eliminate vulnerability, but to navigate it more effectively. He came to realize that vulnerability isn’t a weakness; it’s a gateway to deeper relationships and authentic connection. Alex internalized the idea that vulnerability is shaped by our thoughts, redefined his relationship with it, embraced it as a vital part of being human, and recognized that this shift in perspective could be a powerful catalyst for a more meaningful, fulfilling life.

			No Connection, No Life?

			The next goal we tackled in Alex’s therapy involved addressing three closely connected issues. Each had unique traits, but they were deeply intertwined:

			•His smartphone addiction,

			•His addiction to social media, and

			•His reliance on external validation.

			In psychology, psychological or behavioral addiction refers to repetitive behaviors a person feels unable to control—even when they want to. These behaviors tend to escalate over time. What begins as a choice becomes a habit, and then a perceived necessity. People continue these behaviors to avoid the discomfort they’d feel if they stopped. Activities that start off as enjoyable and intentional may become compulsive as the frequency or duration increases.

			Unlike physical addictions, these behaviors don’t stem from biological needs. They’re not tied to specific times or contexts either—making them even more disruptive. People often skip or interrupt basic activities like eating or sleeping just to satisfy the urge. They may even engage in these behaviors in inappropriate or risky situations, like during a meeting or while driving.

			Alex’s constant need to be online, check his phone nonstop, and chase likes and approval on social media were classic signs of psychological addiction. The first two were especially tied to something known as FOMO—the Fear of Missing Out. People experiencing FOMO, like Alex, fear missing something important: a headline, a comment, an update, or any notification that helps them feel connected or informed. That fear drives obsessive phone checking to ensure they’re not out of the loop.

			For Alex, this fear was linked to two of the main issues we explored in therapy:

			1.A fear of not being instantly updated on anything significant in his professional world.

			2.A compulsion to constantly check his phone to ease that anxiety.

			In the first case, Alex felt immense pressure to stay fully up to date with everything happening in his field. He blurred the line between necessity and responsibility. We addressed this alongside the next issue—because the two were feeding into each other: to stay informed, he felt the need to stay glued to his phone. In the second case, Alex began to recognize he fit the profile of someone addicted to their smartphone. The clearest signs included:

			•Excessive Use: Alex admitted he couldn’t put his phone down—even while sleeping. He often fell asleep holding it, and in the morning, would search for it under the sheets. During the day, it was always in his pocket or on his desk within reach.

			•Inability to Control Usage: Although Alex tried multiple times to reduce screen time, he struggled to stick with those limits. When he did manage to disconnect, he felt irritable and anxious.

			•Prioritization: The urge to respond to every notification took precedence over everything else—whether it was a conversation, a walk, a meal, or a meeting.

			

			•Denial: He justified his behavior by insisting that, as an industry leader, staying connected was part of his role. To him, it wasn’t a problem—it was part of the “leadership package.”

			•Connectivity Obsession: The first thing he did when entering any building was check for Wi-Fi. He always carried a charger and backup battery. He even kept a spare phone at home in case his was lost or stolen—something he couldn’t even imagine happening—so he wouldn’t lose time replacing it.

			•Social Isolation: While Alex was generally sociable, his preferred way to unwind was through his phone. He favored digital news over print, movies on his phone over the cinema, and online shopping over physical stores. He said this behavior intensified after Mark left. He even avoided places where phone use was restricted, like theaters.

			•Irritability: If he couldn’t check his phone, Alex became extremely irritable. Even the short periods of disconnection during flights were unbearable, as anxiety mounted over unread notifications.

			•Sleep Issues: Alex wasn’t getting enough sleep due to phone use at night. Notifications frequently woke him, and rather than ignore them, he responded immediately. The result was poor-quality, disrupted sleep.

			Alex’s behavior reflected addiction to both social media and excessive phone use—marked by compulsive notification checking, inability to disconnect, and interference with daily life. Beyond professional obligations, Alex used social media to escape the anxiety and loneliness he felt after Mark left, deepening his reliance.

			Through ABC analysis, Alex identified several irrational beliefs feeding this cycle:

			•“I have to be connected all the time”—This belief drove the constant urge to check his phone, fueled by FOMO.

			•“My relationships depend on being active on social media”—He tied his professional worth to online presence, leading to overuse.

			

			•“I can’t handle negative feedback”—Criticism triggered feelings of inadequacy and a spiral of anxiety and self-doubt.

			Eventually, Alex began to challenge these beliefs, realizing how ineffective and emotionally toxic they were. He replaced them with more constructive, believable alternatives. For example:

			•Replace “I must always be connected” with “I can be partially disconnected and still stay productive, using my time for other things I’ve neglected.”

			•Change “My professional relationships depend on always being active on social media” to “Meaningful relationships also grow through in-person interactions.”

			•Reframe “I can build stronger connections face-to-face rather than just consuming online content.”

			Alex also became more self-aware. When he felt the urge to check his phone, he’d pause and ask, “Why do I feel the need to check my phone right now?” This helped him identify root emotions like anxiety or loneliness and assess whether the urge was work-related or just a habit. If it was just compulsion, he reminded himself that he could delay the urge—it wasn’t urgent.

			As part of this process, Alex also examined his catastrophic thinking—like imagining worst-case scenarios of being without his phone. Visualizing those situations and realizing the consequences weren’t so bad helped him see what he was missing out on. He started setting small, manageable goals to reduce his usage and regain control.

			REBT encourages celebrating small wins through positive reinforcement. Alex began marking his progress by listening to his favorite songs after each achievement. He even made a playlist called “Disconnected” to celebrate his journey.

			The Expansive Rational Wave Effect

			Alex’s irrational beliefs about needing social recognition, staying constantly connected, and assuming his dad had no direct influence on his career were all closely linked. As he began shifting from irrational to more rational thinking, he experienced something that completely surprised him. This phenomenon, which we call the expansive rational wave effect, often occurs when people move toward greater rationality.

			What happens is that as someone begins identifying and changing irrational beliefs in one specific area, their mind starts to clear—and suddenly, they begin recognizing other irrational beliefs they hadn’t even noticed before. It’s as if their rational mind starts breaking through.

			For Alex, beyond the issues he initially brought to therapy, he uncovered irrational beliefs in several other areas of his life:

			•Physical appearance: “I always feel like I can’t show any flaws in front of people.”

			•Family relationships: “I’m the black sheep for not following my dad’s traditional values.”

			•Sexuality: “I need to be perfect in my intimate relationships.”

			•Relationships with coworkers and employees: “I must always communicate efficiently and never show any vulnerability.”

			Alex felt a surge of excitement as he realized that shifting his mental habits was giving him a clearer understanding of himself. With each passing day, he grew more confident as he embraced a more rational way of living.

			Final Thoughts

			On the day of his last session, Alex, grinning, shared that he’d read an article about JOMO (Joy of Missing Out)—a concept that offers an alternative to the fear of missing out by highlighting the joy of disconnecting. He said he truly related to the idea that intentionally unplugging was bringing him benefits he wouldn’t have imagined just a few months earlier.

			That same day, he invited his siblings to lunch. Before entering the restaurant, he asked them to leave their phones in the car to avoid the temptation of checking them. “It was amazing,” Alex said, visibly excited. “I can’t remember the last time I had such a great time with them... I don’t even remember when it was.”

			Smartphone and social media addiction can feel overwhelming, but with the REBT approach, it’s something that can be effectively addressed. By identifying and challenging the irrational beliefs driving the addiction, setting clear boundaries, promoting healthier alternatives, and fostering a stronger sense of self-efficacy, we can build a more balanced relationship with technology.

			The key is to remember that change takes time—patience, curiosity, openness, perseverance, and self-compassion are all essential along the way. Ultimately, the goal isn’t to give up using the phone altogether, but to find a healthy balance— one that allows us to enjoy its benefits without falling into the trap of dependency.

			Chapter 7 
Valerie and Stage Fright

			At 36, Valerie had built a successful career as a sales executive at a prestigious cosmetics company. She had joined the firm three years ago, eager to immerse herself in the creative world of beauty and innovation. Her role required her to present new projects to clients—large retail chains, perfumers, fashion brands, and influencers, all looking for fresh, exciting products to promote. For Valerie, marketing was more than just a job; it was an art form. She loved using her creativity to craft new ideas, stunning visuals, and compelling narratives.

			But there was one part of her job that she dreaded above all else—the moment she had to stand in front of an audience and present. The thought alone made her stomach turn. Every time she was given a new presentation assignment; it felt like a weight on her chest—an ongoing anxiety that built up over the days and weeks leading to the big day.

			The lead-up to a presentation was pure torture for Valerie. She would obsess over every detail of her slides, tweaking and reworking them repeatedly. The colors, the fonts, the images— everything had to be flawless. If even the slightest thing seemed off, she’d convince herself it wasn’t good enough, that it wouldn’t meet the company’s high standards or her clients’ expectations. She spent hours—sometimes days—revising and redoing the slides, only to find herself back at square one, questioning whether it was all even worth it. The closer the day came, the more pressure she felt.

			But it wasn’t just the design that haunted Valerie. It was the speech—the script she had to write to accompany her presentation. Every time she sat down to write, the words seemed to slip through her fingers. She’d type a few sentences, then delete them, convinced they weren’t powerful enough, not clever enough, not convincing enough. It was as though she stood at the edge of a cliff, inching closer to falling off with every word. The more she struggled, the more she believed she was failing. And so, the cycle continued. She rewrote her speech again and again, agonizing over every word, trying to make it perfect, but nothing ever felt right. Every time she thought she had it, doubt would creep in, and she’d start over. It didn’t matter how many times she reviewed it or how long she spent perfecting it— nothing ever felt good enough. The fear of not being ready, of being blindsided by a question she hadn’t anticipated, gnawed at her.

			At night, she lay awake, staring at the ceiling, her mind running in endless loops, replaying her worst fears. She imagined herself standing before an audience—her heart racing, her palms sweating, her voice shaking. She could see the disapproving glances, hear the whispers. In her mind, the nightmare always played out the same: she would freeze, stutter, or say something completely wrong, and the room would fill with awkward silence—or worse, laughter. And the worst part? She couldn’t escape it. It haunted her dreams, too. She would wake in a panic, dread gripping her chest as though she’d never left the dream. Bob, her partner, would sometimes find her late at night, curled up on the couch with a cup of chamomile tea, trying to calm herself. He tried so hard to reassure her, to tell her she had nothing to worry about, but his comforting words never seemed to ease the storm inside her. Valerie could hear his voice, but it didn’t penetrate the panic.

			In her lowest moments, Valerie just wanted to disappear. The idea of backing out of the presentation entirely seemed like the only way to find peace, but she knew it was an illusion. If she didn’t face it, the fear would only grow stronger. Still, the thought of standing in front of others, being judged, was almost unbearable. Her body would tense, her thoughts would spiral, and she couldn’t shake the sense of impending doom. Sometimes, she wondered if there was any escape from the anxiety that suffocated her. What would happen if she just quit? If she walked away from it all? It was a tempting thought—but deep down, she knew it wasn’t the answer. Yet in those moments of crisis, it felt like the only way to stop the pain.

			The strain was affecting every part of her life. Her work was suffering, but so was her relationship with Bob. The stress made her irritable, short-tempered, and withdrawn. She would snap at him over the smallest things, even though she knew he was only trying to help. He tried to encourage her, but she pushed him away, feeling he couldn’t possibly understand what she was going through.

			Valerie had also begun to pull away from her friends. She avoided any situation that might put her in the spotlight or make her feel exposed. Whenever her friends planned a get-together, she made up excuses not to go—afraid someone might ask her about her job or invite her to share a personal story. Her mind spiraled into worst-case scenarios: stumbling over her words, blushing uncontrollably, and everyone staring—either with pity or, worse, amusement—treating her like a frightened child. The mere thought of it was overwhelming, and staying home always felt safer. Deep down, Valerie knew this pattern of avoidance wasn’t healthy, but the urge to protect herself from anything triggering her fear was stronger than her desire to connect. Slowly, she began to feel painfully alone, powerless as her fear seeped into every corner of her personal life.

			Valerie’s relationship with her family was beginning to fray, too. Unable to confide in her parents or siblings about what she was going through, she hid her anguish behind makeup and dim lighting. During video calls with her family in Bogotá, her parents—completely unaware of the storm she was enduring—would ask warmly about her professional achievements. Valerie, unable to tell them the truth, lied, wearing a convincing smile and pretending everything was fine. But each call only deepened her sense of failure. Every time she spoke with them, she felt like an impostor—not just at work, but in her own family.

			The stress Valerie was under began to take a physical toll. Sleepless nights and vivid nightmares were only the beginning. Before long, she was falling ill more often— plagued by recurring colds and relentless headaches. The tension showed on her skin, which, ironically, hit her especially hard given her career in cosmetics. Valerie had always taken pride in her radiant, healthy skin. But as her anxiety intensified, her skin changed—breakouts, dryness, and dullness replaced the glow she once took for granted, adding another layer to her insecurity. She also began losing weight without trying. Her anxiety dulled her appetite, and she skipped meals without even noticing. Bob, increasingly concerned, kept urging her to see a doctor. But Valerie brushed him off, insisting that once the upcoming presentation was over, everything would calm down. Deep down, though, she knew better. The body has its limits—and hers was beginning to sound the alarm.

			At work, the tension was mounting. Her anxiety felt like a wall between her and her colleagues. She tried to push through, to convince herself she could handle it, but inside, she was falling apart. She felt like an impostor, unable to live up to everyone’s expectations. She couldn’t even look at herself in the mirror without feeling like a fraud. How could she be a successful sales executive when she was terrified of the core part of her job? How could she keep pretending everything was fine when she was crumbling inside?

			One fateful day, everything fell apart. The anxiety reached its peak as she stood in front of her colleagues and clients for the final presentation. She had spent weeks preparing, obsessing over every detail. But when she stepped into the meeting room, her body betrayed her. Her hands trembled, her heart pounded, and her mind went blank. The words she had rehearsed countless times slipped away, leaving her in a sea of panic. She tried to speak, but her voice shook. The room was silent, and Valerie felt their eyes on her, waiting for her to continue—but all she could think about was how badly she was failing. The pressure was too much.

			She couldn’t do it. She froze. The presentation was over before it had even begun. Her heart shattered with embarrassment, and all she wanted was to disappear. She excused herself and stumbled out of the room, feeling like the world had collapsed beneath her. Bob rushed to the office when he heard what had happened. He found Valerie in a daze—broken, exhausted, and in tears—as she clung to him for comfort.

			That night, she knew something had to change. She couldn’t keep living in fear. She couldn’t keep pretending. Valerie had to confront this, or it would consume her. Bob was there, as always, but this time, he encouraged her to seek help—to talk to a professional and stop hiding from her anxiety. Valerie was ashamed, but she knew he was right. She needed to regain control, to find a way to heal—or her career, her relationships, and her wellbeing would all collapse under the weight of her fear.

			The next morning, Valerie spoke with her boss, who, instead of criticizing her, responded with genuine concern. He urged her to take a few days off to reflect, reassuring her that she’d have as much time as needed. He encouraged her to seek professional help and even gave her the contact information for a psychologist who had supported other colleagues through similar challenges. Valerie, feeling a mix of embarrassment and gratitude, promised she would take the necessary steps.

			The Impacts of Valerie’s Beliefs on Her Professional and Personal Life

			Valerie, a sales executive battling stage fright and perfectionism, illustrates how emotional struggles can ripple through every aspect of life—from professional performance to personal relationships and leadership effectiveness.

			Work Performance

			Valerie’s fear of public speaking limited her ability to deliver persuasive presentations, weakening both her professional credibility and the company’s image. Her perfectionism led her to obsess over minor details like font choices, diverting focus from the core message and wasting valuable time. She also resisted delegating tasks, which increased her workload and frustrated her team, ultimately harming collaboration and morale. Her visible anxiety during client meetings risked damaging the brand’s reputation.

			Personal Relationships

			Valerie’s stress took a toll on her relationship with Bob, whose well-meaning support often came across as dismissive. Fear of judgment made her withdraw socially, deepening her isolation. She also concealed her anxiety from her family, straining those connections and reinforcing her feelings of inadequacy.

			Health

			Chronic anxiety triggered physical symptoms—insomnia, appetite loss, frequent illness, and panic attacks. These signs pointed to deeper issues requiring professional intervention. Her belief that struggling with public speaking made her incompetent only worsened her self-image and perpetuated the cycle of anxiety.

			Leadership

			Valerie’s inability to manage stress undermined her authority. Rather than appearing strong, she came across as fragile, eroding trust and making it difficult to foster a positive, collaborative work environment.

			Valerie’s Process

			Effective leadership goes beyond the knowledge, skills, tools, and strategies needed to achieve results. It is rooted in the qualities intrinsic to a leader’s personality. These human traits set the limits within which a leader uses their other attributes and ultimately shape how they express their leadership.

			This perspective on leadership was one of the first topics we explored with Valerie, as she had lost her self-confidence. Her résumé was impeccable; she had more than enough knowledge and experience to excel in her role and lead her team effectively. However, her fear of public speaking was so overwhelming that she began to question her professional competence. In her mind, the success of her presentations relied entirely on the quality of the PowerPoint and her speech. If they were perfect, she’d succeed—but they never were.

			As part of the therapeutic process, we encouraged Valerie to explore what was holding her back from performing her job effectively. Together, we established the following goals:

			•Eliminate the belief that her fear of public speaking stemmed from a lack of ability to deliver proper presentations.

			•Transform the process of creating presentations into a creative and enjoyable activity.

			•Shift her mindset and purpose when presenting her work to an audience.

			Although Valerie was a highly skilled leader, her challenges didn’t lie in her expertise, but in approaching her issues in an unexpected way.

			The Dangers of Perfectionism

			Valerie exhibited personality traits aligned with anacasticism. People with these traits tend to develop such rigid and excessive worry patterns that they hinder spontaneity, flexibility, and efficiency. Valerie’s perfectionism showed up in the following ways:

			•Over-focusing on details caused her to lose sight of the main objective. The endless cycle of revisions kept her so absorbed in the formal aspects of her presentations that she lost track of what truly mattered: effective communication.

			•Persistent, unwanted thoughts or urges disrupted her ability to be objective about her work. Her inner critic ensured she was never fully satisfied with the outcome. It felt as though she had a relentless voice in her head, constantly pointing out every small flaw. No matter how many times she revised her presentation, she always felt it was incomplete, childish, or boring—she couldn’t resist the compulsion to keep tweaking it.

			

			•Inability to finish tasks because they didn’t meet her exacting standards. Valerie saw her perfectionism as a strength, unaware that it was actually sabotaging her productivity. She confused self-demand with responsibility, driving her to make endless revisions in search of an unreachable ideal.

			•Excessive focus on work negatively impacted her personal life. She stopped socializing with friends, argued with her partner, and couldn’t enjoy her free time because there were always tasks, she felt were urgent and unfinished. Her meticulousness, paired with unnecessary worry about performance, led her to sacrifice activities that could have brought her joy.

			•Refusing to delegate tasks to her team because they didn’t meet her high standards. Her presentations were visual masterpieces, praised by colleagues, but Valerie believed they were only saying this to comfort her. The contrast between her perfectly crafted slides and her fear of presenting them in public didn’t go unnoticed. She believed the only way to ensure quality was to do everything herself.

			These traits deeply affected her professional performance, filling her with endless doubts over minor details, indecision, and excessive caution—ultimately reflecting a rigid, perfectionistic approach that masked a profound sense of insecurity.

			Valerie’s “Necessity-tis”

			Valerie didn’t view herself as a valuable professional because, as she put it, she hated everything about presentations—from the creation process to the actual delivery. She had despised them from the very beginning because, in her mind, they had shattered the exciting expectations she had when she first embarked on her journey as a sales executive.

			When she joined the company, she was thrilled. She loved the industry and was confident she would thrive in the responsibilities she had been entrusted with. She knew she was prepared and believed she could perform effectively. But when the time came for her first presentation, that’s when what she referred to as “my ordeal” began. She summed it up with the sentence: “I wanted to design and deliver the perfect presentation because I needed to make a great impression.” That was her “why,” and it was the core issue we needed to address.

			Her fear of public speaking, which she had barely managed during her academic years, had evolved into an insurmountable barrier in her career. She knew that to progress in her role as a sales executive, she had to conquer this fear—but she had no idea how. What she thought she understood—incorrectly—was that the source of her panic was tied to the quality of her presentations. In other words, Valerie was convinced that if she made her presentations perfect, her fear would vanish. This belief justified the countless hours she spent revising and tweaking them, hoping to achieve an impossible goal: a presentation that couldn’t be improved any further.

			Valerie didn’t realize that these two issues were intertwined. She came to therapy with the goal of “overcoming my fear of public speaking” and “boosting my self-esteem.” Throughout our work together, we reframed her focus, directing it toward a singular objective: restoring her self-confidence. To achieve this, we needed to challenge the irrational beliefs underlying the following ideas:

			•“I need to make a great impression.”

			•“To do that, my presentations must be perfect.”

			•“When they are perfect, I won’t fear presenting them.”

			•“If I achieve all of this, I’ll feel more confident and have higher self-esteem.”

			The path to restoring Valerie’s self-confidence lay in changing the irrational patterns through which she evaluated herself. These patterns narrowed her capacity to grow and hindered her performance. We explained to Valerie that, according to REBT, irrational beliefs don’t contribute to psychological well-being, nor do they bring us closer to achieving our goals. Under this framework, her process began with reframing the following beliefs to make them more rational:

			

			•“I don’t need to make a great impression; I just need to communicate effectively.”

			•“To do this, I must focus on my one goal: communication.”

			•“Once I learn how to communicate, I will enjoy the process.”

			•“If I enjoy the process, I will naturally exude self-confidence and security.”

			The First Step

			To help Valerie reframe her irrational beliefs about her supposed incompetence and related fears, we began with the premise that extraordinary leadership is deeply linked to the leader’s personal qualities. These qualities shape their thoughts, actions, and decisions. This idea was introduced in therapy as a new product Valerie needed to launch. This time, she was both the product and the recipient. She had to “sell” herself and seek to develop a more rational mindset. We suggested she come up with a slogan that symbolized her new approach. She chose: “The first step is to take the first step.” This phrase resonated deeply with her.

			She explained that her main issue was wanting everything to be perfect, which led to paralysis and never finishing anything. She feared that even the smallest mistake would result in mockery or criticism. Although she knew most people didn’t focus as much on the details, her fear of judgment clouded her rational thinking.

			Valerie recognized that her fear of public speaking wasn’t just work-related; it was tied to a deeper insecurity about not being good enough—a feeling she’d had for much of her life. Her fear was a phobia that consumed her, leading to negative thoughts and self-sabotage.

			Over the years, Valerie developed a toxic inner dialogue that undermined her confidence and increased her anxiety. Every time she prepared for a presentation, her mind worked against her, filling her with panic and critical thoughts: “This is childish,” “No one will take me seriously,” or “This design is amateur.” These thoughts overwhelmed her. Despite being an expert professional, she didn’t understand why she couldn’t feel comfortable in these situations. The critical voice inside her was harsh: “You’re not as good as you think,” “You’re a fraud, and everyone will see it.”

			She also didn’t understand how her mind created worst-case scenarios, acting as if failure had already happened. This led to physical signs of anxiety: her posture, tone of voice, and gestures all reflected her lack of confidence. Valerie didn’t know why her pursuit of perfection had led her into a cycle of despair. Despite her intelligence and creativity, she felt emotionally drained, worried about how her fears affected her work and personal life. However, she smiled shyly and said, “I’ve taken the first step.” With this mantra, we began our work together.

			The Myth of Self-Esteem

			As a reminder, the therapeutic goals we set with Valerie were to eliminate her fear of perceived incompetence in designing and presenting, help her enjoy her work, and shift her focus from trying to impress the audience to simply communicating effectively. To achieve these goals, she believed that reaching perfection would improve her confidence and self-esteem. So, we had to begin by addressing the concept of self-esteem.

			One of the most debated concepts in REBT is the idea that self-esteem—whether high or low—is illogical, counterproductive, and a source of emotional distress, as it stems from unrealistic and unhealthy beliefs. Let’s explore what REBT teaches about self-esteem:

			1.The Illogic of Self-Esteem: Self-esteem is illogical because it involves a global evaluation of oneself. A person irrationally believes that if their actions or decisions fall short, it means they are completely incompetent.

			Valerie fell into this cognitive trap. She logically concluded that if she couldn’t perform perfectly, it meant she was an incompetent professional. Her discomfort and blocks in presenting (C) came from two things:

			•A: Being assigned a new presentation.

			

			•B: Believing she had to complete it perfectly.

			2.The Unproductiveness of Self-Esteem: Ironically, the pursuit of self-esteem is unproductive because of the consequences it brings. People like Valerie, who think they have low self-esteem, often feel unworthy or inferior to others. These individuals:

			•Fail to recognize their strengths (since their overall self-assessment is poor).

			•Struggle to evaluate their actions objectively (they feel they do everything wrong).

			•Are overly harsh on themselves (unable to forgive even the smallest mistakes).

			•Tie their self-esteem closely to personal or professional achievements.

			This view of self-esteem is a widespread irrational belief—it’s so ingrained and socially accepted that many take it as truth.

			3.The Consequences of Chasing Self-Esteem

			Adopting this irrational view of self-esteem leads to three possible behaviors:

			1.Doing everything to increase it (because I think I have too little).

			2.Striving to maintain it (because I believe I already have enough).

			3.Doing nothing (because I think I either already have enough or don’t deserve it).

			When the goal is “I need to boost my self-esteem,” people often seek therapy with this mindset. They view self-esteem as something measurable—something to be accumulated. As if there’s an ideal level to reach:

			•Above this level: Everything is fine (“my self-esteem is just right”).

			

			•Below this level: Everything is wrong (“my self-esteem is lacking”).

			We explored this distorted view of self-esteem with Valerie. While she often struggled with self-worth, the underlying belief is deeply rooted in societal norms. In The Myth of Self-Esteem, Ellis argues that this myth may be the greatest source of emotional disturbance and suggests replacing it with self-acceptance.

			In this text, we’ve emphasized that one of the key elements for achieving rapid and sustainable psychological growth—by following a rational path—is maintaining an open mind. This means being willing to challenge deeply held beliefs and entertain new ways of thinking. Self-esteem, as a concept, exemplifies this openness—being willing to question “truths” that were never questioned before and adopt a fresh perspective. For Valerie, it was essential to reframe her understanding of self-esteem, as she had considered it “essential to overcoming my problems.”

			From an REBT perspective, we see the popular concept of self-esteem as irrationally linked to success, which is why we refer to it as conditional self-esteem. In this view, only those who achieve their goals are believed to possess high self-esteem. This leads to familiar phrases like: “So-and-so is very successful—their self-esteem must be through the roof.”

			Unfortunately, we live in a society grounded in radical materialism, where there’s a direct link between what someone achieves and who they are. This understanding of self-esteem is often reflected in beliefs like: “I must achieve my goals to value myself and earn the approval of others.” As a result, people tend to equate high self-esteem with success and low self-esteem with failure.

			The Trap of Conditional Self-Esteem

			Conditional self-esteem is tied to an endless list of “shoulds,” supposedly necessary for social acceptance or status. Common ones include:

			“I should be financially stable, have a wide circle of friends, speak multiple languages, travel often, dress well, get along with my family, have a perfect relationship, be popular, respected, and recognized, enjoy a vibrant social life, vacation in exciting places, own a home, drive a car, raise children, have a fulfilling and well-paid job, stay fit and healthy, meditate daily, dominate social media, walk 10,000 steps a day, be competent, attractive, outgoing, kind, and happy... And if I don’t meet all these expectations, my self-esteem will completely collapse.”

			When self-esteem depends on achieving these goals, the fear of failure creates anxiety, and failing to achieve them can lead to depression. And that’s exactly what Valerie was experiencing.

			The Risks of Excessive Self-Esteem

			Conversely, excessive self-esteem can also be harmful, as it leaves a person emotionally fragile when facing criticism. In fact, both low and high self-esteem often stem from the same issue: low self-worth. The imbalance shows up at both extremes:

			•People with low self-esteem feel insignificant.

			•People with inflated self-esteem often seek validation through boasting, which reflects low self-worth.

			The issue isn’t in recognizing your value—that can be empowering. The problem arises when it becomes self-aggrandizing. People with low self-esteem often forgive others’ flaws but not their own. Those with high self-esteem tend to forgive themselves but they don’t forgive anyone else.

			Shattering Irrational Beliefs

			Valerie needed a thoughtful process of introspection to challenge and dismantle (D) her irrational beliefs about self-esteem. Adopting a more rational perspective (E) helped her internalize new beliefs, such as:

			•“It’s okay if I don’t always accomplish everything perfectly.”

			•“As a human being, I’m valuable—even if I’m imperfect.”

			•“I accept my imperfections but remain committed to growth.”

			•“I can pursue excellence, knowing it’s not an obligation.”

			•“Striving for improvement is fine, but thinking I must always improve is irrational.”

			

			•“Spending an afternoon watching a movie isn’t a waste of time.”

			•“My presentations are a way to contribute—they’re a gift.”

			•“Work becomes enjoyable when I focus on the task at hand.”

			•“If I’m choosing fonts, I’m just choosing fonts—nothing more.”

			•“Thinking about colors while selecting fonts is unnecessary and distracting.”

			•“Choosing fonts, colors, images, and words is a creative exercise.”

			•“My goal isn’t to sell, persuade, or impress; it’s to communicate.”

			•“When I focus on communicating, I’m not thinking about myself—I’m sharing my message.”

			•“Effective communication requires three loves: love of self, love of the message, and love of the recipient.”

			•“My self-esteem isn’t tied to achievements—it’s grounded in unconditional self-acceptance.”

			•“Accepting my imperfections includes acknowledging my strengths and weaknesses.”

			•“Recognizing my strengths motivates me and makes me more effective.”

			•“Recognizing my weaknesses allows me to decide which ones I’d like to work on.”

			Valerie’s shift to a more rational mindset helped her understand that conditional self-esteem is a myth and a serious threat to emotional health. She resonated with Albert Ellis’ view that she had been chasing status instead of joy, especially his observation: “Conditional self-esteem can push you to chase validation desperately, trying to prove you’re a good person. But all it really shows is that you’re desperate.”

			A New “Why”

			One of Valerie’s favorite therapy tasks was creating a presentation that captured her growth. The rules were simple: dedicate a set amount of time each day to working on it—and stop once that time was up, no matter what. The presentation had to highlight what she had learned, how she applied it, and what she took away from the experience.

			She had to identify triggering events, her irrational beliefs, and how those beliefs had impacted her life. She also reflected on how she previously tried to solve her problems, how her thinking had shifted, and how she was applying the new mindset both at work and in her personal life. Finally, she was encouraged to explore the outcomes and include anything she found meaningful.

			A humorous anecdote she included was from the previous year, when she’d watched videos about overcoming stage fright. She had even tried the infamous trick of imagining the audience naked to make them less intimidating. As she dug deeper into REBT, she realized that such gimmicks weren’t addressing the root issue. Still, she enjoyed adding the story to show how common—but ineffective—such mental tricks are.

			What truly brought her satisfaction was discovering that when she eased up on herself and stopped demanding perfection, her mental blocks vanished, and her creativity flowed. Changing her “why”, she established a new purpose that eliminated the fear. She now felt love for herself, the message, and the audience. If she noticed a mistake, it no longer felt like evidence of incompetence—just a small misstep made by someone deeply committed. “I guess if you do nothing, you don’t make mistakes. But I do a lot, so it’s normal to mess up more,” she said, with self-compassion.

			Her performance standards remained high, but they no longer felt like a burden. Instead, they motivated her and helped her enjoy her work. She left space for errors, understanding that mistakes no longer meant the end of her reputation or career. She also found joy in collaborating with her team—welcoming feedback, listening to ideas, and choosing the best ones to elevate the work.

			At the end of therapy, Valerie was excited to present her work in session. She felt proud as she confidently said, “I love the sender, the message, and the recipient.” When she spotted a small punctuation error on one slide, she smiled and said: “I guess I’ll always miss a little detail here and there—but that’s okay. Life is imperfect many times.”

			

			She later presented to Bob, who told her she seemed like a completely different person. She replied, “No way, I’m still the same—just as smart, but a lot wiser!” Valerie also shared her experience with her parents, focusing on how rewarding the process of psychological growth had been. She opened up to close friends who supported her and admired her courage in explaining why she had taken space. And finally, she spoke with her boss, thanking him for his support and expressing her renewed energy to contribute—now ready to be a true leader, grounded in humility.

			Chapter 8 
Anthony and Altitude Sickness in Senior Management

			Anthony, 47, was the Director of International Operations at a multinational automotive company, a role he took on after completing his industrial engineering degree. He was married to Alejandra, a graphic designer, and they had three children, aged 14, 10, and 6. Anthony had always been focused on his career, with a strong interest in the industrial sector from a young age. His dedication and intelligence led to a promotion to director at 38. Family, however, was just as important to him. He admired his parents deeply for instilling values that shaped his life, and starting his own family had always been a key goal.

			Since taking on his senior management role, Anthony struggled to balance his demanding career with his family life. The pressure to meet work expectations while fulfilling family responsibilities felt overwhelming, and he constantly worried that if he didn’t find a balance, everything would fall apart.

			Anthony met Alejandra unexpectedly during a company trip to Isla Margarita. At 28, he was already a rising star, having recently become the Quality Control Manager at one of the company’s factories in Spain. The trip offered a much-needed break from his hectic work schedule.

			Alejandra, a recent college graduate working as a freelance graphic designer, wasn’t part of the company. She had accompanied her cousin, who worked in HR and was involved in organizing the event. Alejandra was uncertain about her career, and the trip seemed like a great opportunity to unwind and break from her routine.

			

			The company hosted a welcome dinner at a luxury resort, where Anthony and Alejandra ended up sitting together. Initially, the conversation was polite, but it quickly became more relaxed after Anthony cracked a joke about trying to disconnect from work—with his boss just a few tables away. Alejandra’s natural laughter caught his attention, and they found themselves enjoying a conversation about their careers and shared love for travel. Anthony was fascinated by her creative outlook, while Alejandra admired his dedication to his work.

			The following day, they crossed paths again on an excursion, and this time, their connection was undeniable. After chatting briefly with the other guests, they decided to step away from the group and walk along the beach. During the walk, they opened up about their lives. Alejandra shared her doubts about her career and uncertainty about continuing in graphic design, while Anthony admitted how hard it was for him to find time for himself amidst the demands of his fast-paced job. The conversation was unlike those he typically had at work. For once, he felt comfortable sharing his uncertainties—something he usually avoided in a corporate setting.

			With her empathy and openness, Alejandra offered a new perspective. She spoke about the importance of taking time for oneself and enjoying the present, without overthinking the future. These ideas resonated deeply with Anthony, who was used to living under constant pressure to perform. He structured his life like a just-in-time production system, demanding the same level of efficiency and quality: he lived a Six Sigma life, no more than four defects per million!

			On the third day, they tried to “accidentally” meet again and continue their conversations. She shared stories from her childhood and how she had always been a dreamer, brimming with creative ideas. He, in turn, talked about his family—his parents and siblings, hardworking farmers and ranchers—and how he had always felt the weight of becoming a successful man.

			

			Their conversation was deep and intimate, opening a space between them that neither had expected during what had started as a low-key corporate trip. For the rest of their stay in Isla Margarita, they spent a lot of time together, exploring the island and enjoying each other’s company. When the trip ended, they both hoped the special bond they had formed wouldn’t be left behind on the island. Despite his busy work schedule, Anthony wanted to stay in touch with Alejandra. And she, with her free-spirited nature, decided to give their unexpected connection a chance. What began as a casual encounter during a work event turned into the beginning of a solid, lasting relationship, which eventually led to marriage, as they both shared the dream of building a united family.

			After their wedding, Anthony was transferred to the company’s headquarters, and they moved to Chicago. Alejandra took the opportunity to pursue her dream of earning a marketing master’s degree at the University of Chicago Booth School of Business. Three years later, they welcomed their first child, shortly after Anthony’s next promotion. Since then, they balanced raising their family with his growing career responsibilities. Meanwhile, Alejandra launched her own business, where she could fully embrace her creative potential.

			For Anthony, his relationship with his wife and the family they built together was just as important as his career. Both worlds were equally cherished, and he strived to give his best to each. However, over time, balancing them became increasingly difficult. His job demanded constant attention—especially in recent years, with global economic instability and the need for quick decisions. Meanwhile, his children were growing and needed more of his time and involvement.

			This tension between work and family affected his mental health, relationships, and performance. Anthony began feeling anxious, with constant pressure in his head and neck every morning. Just thinking about meetings, critical decisions, and deadlines made him restless. At the same time, guilt for not spending enough time with his children or being present at family events grew. His anxiety intensified on weekends when he struggled to fully disconnect from work.

			His stress also disrupted his sleep. He had trouble falling asleep, his mind racing with work issues or regrets over missed family moments. Sometimes, he woke up at night, heart pounding, unable to relax until he checked his email to make sure there were no emergencies at work.

			As his career advanced, Anthony felt like he was failing in his personal life. The constant sense of neglecting his family weighed heavily on him, leading to emotional exhaustion and a sense of inadequacy as a husband and father. His stress clearly strained his relationship with Alejandra. As Operations Director, his job required long hours, frequent travel, and overwhelming responsibility. He and Alejandra had always enjoyed open communication and mutual trust, often sharing their days, ideas, and plans. But as work took more of his energy, Anthony lost the ability to communicate effectively. He felt mentally drained and lacked the bandwidth for the conversations they once enjoyed.

			Alejandra, who valued communication, began to feel increasingly ignored. His short answers or comments about being tired made her feel lonely and unappreciated. Despite her efforts to be understanding, the lack of time together built-up resentment. She often had to manage the kids’ school demands or illnesses alone, while balancing her own professional responsibilities. Anthony, meanwhile, became less responsive to his wife’s emotional needs. When she tried to express her feelings, he grew impatient or dismissive. She felt hurt and isolated in the relationship—even when they were physically together.

			Anthony’s stress not only eroded communication but also increased emotional tension at home. Weekends, once dedicated to quality time, were now overshadowed by work interruptions. He often had to take late-night international calls or cancel family plans due to emergencies. This created a tense atmosphere, fueling more arguments. Alejandra tried to address their issues, but Anthony, feeling overwhelmed, perceived her concerns as criticism. He became defensive, escalating the friction. What had once been minor disagreements now turned into serious conflicts. Exhausted mentally and emotionally, Anthony avoided discussions or responded irritably. Any mention of his distant behavior felt like an accusation, intensifying his stress. He couldn’t reconcile being a respected professional at work but feeling like a failure at home.

			Alejandra felt increasingly misunderstood and disappointed, as her attempts to reconnect only seemed to push him further away. She managed her own responsibilities without neglecting their family and couldn’t understand how he could thrive professionally but disengage so completely at home.

			The stress also took a toll on their intimacy. Anthony’s work consumed his energy, leaving little room for emotional or physical closeness. Alejandra felt rejected and insecure, wondering whether their relationship was still a priority. The emotional distance widened, and Anthony, overwhelmed, struggled to relax and enjoy the closeness they once shared. She sometimes questioned whether he still loved her. His detachment deepened her resentment, and she wondered if his job would always come first. Anthony, leaning on stress as a shield, avoided emotional effort—worsening their disconnection.

			One of Anthony’s greatest fears was not being present in his children’s lives. His eldest, now a teenager, needed emotional support, but his demanding job kept him distant. He missed the days when they played soccer or talked about school. Now, his son seemed withdrawn, and Anthony blamed himself for his absence. With the younger two, the challenge was different. They were constantly seeking his attention. Anthony felt a pang of guilt each time he missed a school event or milestone. His children had started to see his absence as normal, which deeply saddened him. He didn’t want them to grow up believing he hadn’t been there—but he felt unable to juggle it all.

			

			Anthony’s emotional strain wasn’t the only symptom. It was like suffering from altitude sickness at the peak of his career. His body was signaling the effects of years of tension and neglect. During a recent checkup, he was diagnosed with hypertension. Although he’d experienced high blood pressure and palpitations before, he had dismissed them. His doctor warned that unless he managed his stress, he could face serious heart issues. This was a wake-up call—but Anthony didn’t know how to change his lifestyle without sacrificing his demanding role. In addition to hypertension, he dealt with chronic muscle pain and stiffness, especially in his head, neck, and back, making it difficult to relax. He considered therapy or massages but rarely found time for either.

			Chronic stress and sleeplessness had drained him. Though he met his work obligations, he felt mentally and physically depleted. Aware of how it was affecting both work and family, he grew increasingly sad and helpless. His anxiety about being emotionally absent only worsened his exhaustion, creating a vicious cycle.

			Alejandra, alarmed by the toll his stress was taking on their relationship and his health, urged him to seek professional help. But Anthony, trapped in his routine, resisted, saying he couldn’t take on anything more. His refusal added strain to their relationship, leaving Alejandra feeling frustrated and defeated. She believed her efforts to improve things were pointless if he wasn’t willing to change. Watching his health and their marriage deteriorate deepened her own sense of helplessness.

			One morning, Anthony received a confidential call from the CEO. He was being considered for a vice presidency, pending board approval. The news should have thrilled him—but instead, he felt an overwhelming emptiness. Later that night, watching his children sleep and Alejandra resting beside him, he realized he was standing on the edge of an emotional cliff.

			Unable to sleep, he went to the living room. With his tablet in hand, he searched for ways to manage his stress while balancing his career and family life. He came across information on cognitive-behavioral therapy and, after following several links, discovered REBT therapy, developed by Dr. Albert Ellis in New York. He found an online therapist and sent a message requesting an appointment.

			He placed the tablet gently on the nightstand, the weight of his decision settling in his chest. Slowly, he crawled back into bed, careful not to disturb his wife. In the soft moonlight, he watched her peaceful face for a moment—her steady breathing a reminder of all he had been taking for granted. With a deep, quiet sigh, he wrapped his arms around Alejandra, pulling her close, as if trying to hold onto everything he feared losing. — “I love you,” he whispered, his voice barely audible but full of the raw emotion he had hidden for too long.

			In that quiet moment, he understood he couldn’t keep living this way. He couldn’t let her—his rock, his heart—suffer for his inability to find balance. And he couldn’t let the company consume him to the point of losing what truly mattered. He had to make a change—for her, for their family, and for himself.

			The Impacts of Anthony’s Beliefs on His Professional and Personal Life

			Anthony, an international operations director caught in a cycle of chronic stress, self-imposed demands, and circumstantial thinking, represents how dysfunctional patterns can trigger a domino effect—negatively impacting his work, family, and personal life. His situation highlights the consequences of failing to manage stressors across multiple areas of life, ultimately eroding both mental health and professional effectiveness.

			Workplace Impact

			Anthony’s circumstantial thinking hindered his focus during meetings and presentations. His tendency to digress and fixate on irrelevant details consumed valuable time and obstructed decision-making in fast-paced environments. This negatively impacted his team’s operational efficiency and the company’s agility in responding to challenges. His need for control led him to take on too many tasks, making delegation difficult and limiting his team’s growth. This stunted development and caused frustration within the group.

			Family Impact

			Anthony’s work-related stress compromised his emotional connection with Alejandra. His avoidance of meaningful conversations and evasive responses weakened their communication and eroded trust. Alejandra felt ignored, while Anthony perceived her attempts to talk as unfair criticisms—fueling resentment. His absence during key family moments caused his children to normalize his disengagement, particularly his teenage son, who began to emotionally withdraw. This reinforced Anthony’s guilt and deepened his belief that he was failing as a father. His lack of involvement in daily parenting and household responsibilities increased Alejandra’s burden, as she had to manage both home and career demands. This mutual exhaustion further destabilized their family life. The decline in quality time affected their physical and emotional intimacy. Alejandra began questioning her significance in Anthony’s life, while he—overwhelmed by stress—avoided these moments, viewing them as yet another burden he couldn’t manage.

			Physical and Mental Health Impacts

			The accumulated stress led to physical symptoms such as hypertension, muscle pain, and extreme fatigue. Anthony’s inability to disconnect from work exacerbated his condition, increasing his risk for serious health issues. Insomnia and constant rumination over work and personal problems further intensified his exhaustion. He felt trapped by an irrational belief that he had to be perfect in every role, reinforcing his anxiety and helplessness.

			Leadership Impact

			Anthony’s leadership style, which emphasized control over trust, demotivated colleagues and reduced overall team effectiveness. The tension between his professional ambitions and family commitments left him feeling disconnected from his leadership purpose. Although he deeply valued both his career and his family, he struggled to balance them—feeling as though he was failing at both.

			Anthony’s case highlights the importance of addressing these dysfunctional patterns through a holistic approach, such as REBT, to transform irrational beliefs, improve communication, and create a healthier balance between life domains.

			Anthony’s Process

			Before his appointment, Anthony had already explored REBT and understood that thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are deeply interconnected. He had also reviewed extensive research supporting the therapy’s effectiveness. Feeling confident in his understanding, he approached the process with optimism. It was clear Anthony was a goal-oriented individual.

			In his first session, Anthony expressed curiosity about the psychological mechanisms underlying his difficulty coping with daily challenges. He had a solid grasp of his situation and objectives: a conflict between his professional and personal life had led to chronic stress, which in turn affected his health, strained relationships, and impaired performance. Anthony was determined to uncover his irrational beliefs, learn to shift them, and develop practical strategies to manage stress, communicate better with his family, and balance his responsibilities more effectively. Based on his goals, we identified key areas to guide our work together:

			•Background: Anthony had long struggled with a strong sense of self-imposed responsibility, stemming from his early years. This was intensified by professional ambition, career progression, and his desire to build a family.

			•Precipitating Factors: His promotion to an executive role, increased work responsibilities, the demands of raising a large family, and high expectations from both himself and others heightened his stress.

			•Maintaining Factors: Alongside daily pressures, his belief that he couldn’t support his family without sacrificing his professional obligations continued to fuel anxiety. Additionally, his habit of avoiding meaningful discussions or delaying family engagement deepened emotional distance.

			•Consequences: Anxiety, insomnia, deteriorating family dynamics, hypertension, and a growing sense of failure in both personal and professional realms.

			Surprises

			During the initial interview, Anthony’s responses revealed a lack of structure and clarity. When asked about his family life, he jumped from topic to topic—each related, but distracting from answering the question directly. He began with issues in his relationship, shifted to work concerns, then childhood memories, anecdotes about his children, and even details about how he met Alejandra during a company trip.

			Noticing this, we pointed out a consistent pattern in his speech that seemed worth exploring before diving into the agreed-upon goals.

			Anthony exhibited signs of circumstantial thinking. This type of speech is characterized by long-winded, redundant explanations filled with unnecessary details. It includes tangents and over-clarification, with each point given equal weight. If left uninterrupted, the speaker may eventually arrive at the main point—though sometimes they forget it altogether—after an overload of irrelevant information.

			When we shared this observation, Anthony was surprised. He hadn’t recognized this communication pattern in himself. We invited him to reflect on how he felt when speaking and whether he could see connections between his thoughts. He admitted to feeling overwhelmed by racing ideas. As he spoke, he often remembered important but tangential aspects and felt compelled to include them to provide a complete picture or ensure the listener fully understood the complexity of the situation. He acknowledged losing track of his original point. “I think faster than I talk,” he said. “Ideas just come to me—one after another—and they all seem central.”

			To help him better understand circumstantial thinking, we provided a concrete example: we summarized his family-related comments and pointed out where he had strayed. We then asked whether this pattern appeared in other areas of life, such as work or social settings. Upon reflection, he acknowledged that close colleagues had mentioned his meeting contributions were lengthy and unfocused. He suddenly realized that his phone calls were never short, meetings he led often ran over time, his supervisors frequently cut him off, and coworkers typically spoke to him from the doorway rather than entering his office. He also noted that his wife often said, “Anthony, get to the point.” Placing his hands on his head, he exclaimed, “Do I really talk that much? I’m here because my wife says we don’t communicate!”

			Seizing this moment of insight, we explained how circumstantial thinking could interfere with his ability to communicate effectively and resolve conflicts. We emphasized that while this pattern isn’t inherently negative, it becomes problematic when it undermines clarity and problem-solving.

			Anthony agreed to work on this issue. We developed a plan focused on identifying, challenging, and reshaping the irrational beliefs and cognitive habits that contributed to his disorganized and overly detailed communication style.

			Impact of Circumstantial Thinking

			The first step was helping Anthony recognize the key characteristics of his cognitive style and understand how it was negatively affecting his life. We explained that circumstantial thinking often led him to focus on irrelevant details, which made communication and problem-solving more difficult. Anthony needed to understand that, while he saw every detail as important, this pattern could stem from irrational beliefs such as: “If I don’t explain everything, they won’t understand me,” or “I must give all the information possible, or I’m failing.”

			The therapeutic goal in addressing circumstantial thinking was for Anthony to realize that this thought process could be changed—and that doing so would not only enhance his communication but also improve his emotional well-being.

			

			Identifying Underlying Irrational Beliefs

			By applying the ABC model to specific situations, Anthony began uncovering the irrational beliefs fueling his distress. For example, during a meeting two weeks earlier (A), where he had to present information before making a decision on an operational issue, several irrational beliefs (B) emerged. These beliefs led him to feel anxious about potentially forgetting important details and frustrated because he wasn’t sure he had achieved his goal (C). The irrational beliefs he identified revolved around three main themes:

			•Cognitive perfectionism: “I must explain every detail to be fully understood.”

			•Fear of judgment: “If I don’t explain everything, they’ll think I’m leaving out information or that I’m incompetent.”

			•Intolerance of uncertainty: “I’ll feel uncomfortable if I don’t cover every possible angle.”

			Once we identified these irrational beliefs, we used debate (D) to challenge their validity and usefulness:

			•Logical debate: “Does it really make sense to believe that explaining absolutely everything will make me better understood?” “Is it logical to think a long, detailed explanation is more effective than being concise?”

			•Empirical debate: “What evidence is there that I need to be exhaustive to be competent?” “Don’t I have colleagues who are highly competent without being overly detailed—and whom everyone understands just fine?”

			•Pragmatic debate: “Is this thinking pattern helping me communicate better and achieve my goals?” “How much time am I wasting by giving unnecessary details just because I think I can’t leave them out?”

			Through practicing the ABC model, Anthony began replacing these irrational beliefs with more rational ones (E), such as:

			

			•“I can be understood even without sharing every detail that comes to mind.”

			•“Rambling and jumping between topics doesn’t make me clearer.”

			•“Being clear and concise is more effective than being exhaustive.”

			•“My goal is to communicate to make good decisions, not to be liked.”

			•“The need for perfection is irrational and doesn’t improve my competence.”

			•“Even if I feel uncomfortable leaving out details, I can handle it just fine.”

			Over several sessions, Anthony honed his cognitive skills to improve clarity and efficiency. This process helped him understand how his thinking style contributed to his scattered thoughts and heightened anxiety. For Anthony, learning to shift from circumstantial thinking to more direct and productive thoughts was essential.

			We applied techniques of selective attention and prioritization to help Anthony focus on what truly mattered:

			•Concrete examples: Anthony was asked to describe recent situations where he experienced excessive or circular thinking. We then explored how this had led to delays in decision-making or other unwanted outcomes.

			•Cognitive mapping: We created diagrams to illustrate how his thoughts would often veer off track—focusing on irrelevant details, unnecessary clarifications, or alternative scenarios. This helped him visualize the patterns that were pulling him away from his central objective.

			•Focusing: Anthony learned to pinpoint the main point of a topic before speaking by asking himself: “What’s the primary idea I want to convey?”

			

			•Brevity + Feedback: He practiced giving concise answers and asking: “Does this answer your question, or would you like more detail?”

			•Time limits: He worked on explaining topics within a defined time frame.

			•Clarity: Anthony selected a specific topic, summarized the key points in two or three sentences, and reviewed his approach to ensure it remained focused on the most relevant aspects.

			•Reframing: When Anthony thought, “I must cover every detail before sending this report,” we encouraged him to reframe it as: “I’ll focus on the key points that impact decisions—this is enough.”

			•Cognitive anchor: Whenever Anthony noticed himself drifting toward unnecessary details, he used a word or image to remind himself to stay focused on the core message.

			•Micro-disconnections: He took short mental breaks to reset and refocus.

			•Post-mortem cognitive review: After each situation, Anthony reflected on how he avoided distraction and considered what could be improved.

			Anthony began applying these skills in real-life situations, both at work and at home. Afterward, we reviewed his experiences and helped him fine-tune his strategies. He also became more aware of his thought and communication patterns, learning to spot when he was slipping into circumstantial thinking. We encouraged him to regularly evaluate his beliefs and cognitive tendencies.

			This approach led to significant improvements in Anthony’s communication and emotional well-being. By letting go of unnecessary details and reinforcing rational beliefs, he felt less overwhelmed by the pressure to be exhaustive. He communicated more clearly, which also strengthened his relationships.

			A few weeks later, after continued practice, Anthony reflected on how avoiding excessive rambling gave him a much clearer sense of mental clarity. He realized that his old thinking pattern had often been mentally exhausting, leading to difficulty in making decisions, increased stress, and trouble balancing work and family responsibilities—all due to the burden of circular thinking.

			We asked him to prepare a report that precisely outlined the objectives he had achieved, and he provided the following list:

			•Shift focus from irrelevant thoughts to those that are truly essential.

			•Reduce the time and mental energy previously spent on processing unnecessary details.

			•Make decisions using a clear, organized process.

			•Avoid analysis paralysis.

			•Approach complex problems in a more structured and efficient manner.

			•Reduce anxiety when making complex decisions.

			•Build greater confidence in my ability to process information effectively.

			•Maintain optimal functioning without becoming stressed.

			•Develop a more objective and balanced view of my roles and capabilities.

			•Direct my thoughts in alignment with my goals.

			•Enhance clarity in articulating ideas.

			•Strengthen my ability to synthesize both what I say and what I hear.

			•Enjoy moments of mental stillness.

			Anthony’s treatment of circumstantial thinking through REBT involved a holistic approach combining psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, skill development, and stress management. Through this, he was able to cultivate a thinking style more aligned with his goals, allowing him to tackle both professional and personal challenges with greater confidence.

			

			The Rational Amplifier

			As is typical in the practice of rational thinking, training oneself to identify irrational beliefs in a specific area helps cultivate a mindset that can extend to other aspects of life. When we addressed the issues that initially brought Anthony to therapy, his mind was already well-equipped to distinguish between rational and irrational thoughts. He found it relatively easy to recognize his cognitive distortions, some of which included:

			•Catastrophizing: “If I can’t balance my professional and personal life, everything will fall apart.”

			•All-or-nothing thinking: “Either I’m a perfect father, or I’m a complete failure.”

			•Irrational demands: “I have to be available to everyone all the time.”

			•Personalization: “If my kids ignore me, it’s my fault.”

			•Mind reading: “My wife doesn’t understand me.”

			•Emotional reasoning: “If I feel incapable, it means I am incapable.”

			•Global negative evaluation: “Either I’m a bad father or a bad professional.”

			•Selective abstraction: “My marriage is in danger, and it’s my fault.”

			Using the disputing techniques he had refined during his work on circumstantial thinking, Anthony confronted his irrational beliefs about the need for perfection and absolute responsibility. He eventually internalized the idea that he didn’t need to be available to everyone at all times.

			This was a particularly challenging belief for Anthony, given that his professional demands often kept him away from his family. However, through in-depth discussions and numerous examples he shared, he began to grasp the concept. One such example was: “If a surgeon’s wife goes into labor while he’s in surgery, is it reasonable to assume he’s a bad husband for not being there for the birth of his child?”

			

			By consistently challenging these irrational thoughts, Anthony began to adopt a more balanced and realistic perspective.

			Anthony worked diligently to dispute irrational beliefs on any topic using questions such as:

			•“What evidence supports or contradicts this thought?”

			•“Are there other ways to interpret this situation?”

			•“How could I reframe this thought to make it more useful?”

			Alongside modifying his irrational beliefs, Anthony trained in communication skills that helped him express his needs without fearing conflict—ultimately improving the quality of his interactions with his wife and children. He used techniques such as:

			•First-person communication: “I feel sad when I see that I can’t spend more time with you.”

			•Emotional validation: Expressing acceptance of Alejandra’s feelings without judgment or immediate defense.

			•Flexibility: Adapting to his family’s communication needs as much as possible without blaming himself for not meeting them perfectly.

			•Self-confidence: Expressing his needs with the intent to give his best, while understanding that it wouldn’t always be enough for others.

			•Strategic communication: Being mindful of how a current conversation could influence future interactions.

			•B-C connection: Acknowledging that not feeling understood by his wife stemmed from his own perception.

			•Scheduled quality time: Setting aside specific blocks of time for family activities when he was home.

			•Meaningful interactions: Making the most of brief but significant moments to emotionally connect with his children, reinforcing his presence as a father figure.

			

			This approach allowed Anthony to improve both his communication and emotional well-being, learning to balance his responsibilities and strengthen his family relationships.

			Conclusion

			Anthony’s case illustrates that stress doesn’t always arise solely from external pressures or irrational beliefs about specific topics. Life is far more complex—and so are the psychological mechanisms behind stress. Often, the impact of stressors is shaped by certain cognitive tendencies that can either offer protection or increase vulnerability. For Anthony, whose life was filled with professional and personal stressors, his circumstantial thinking only intensified his stress. Therefore, we focused his therapy on changing the psychological patterns contributing to his distress. Recognizing this pattern of thinking helped Anthony understand how it had been interfering with his complicated personal and professional life.

			Had Anthony not exhibited this cognitive style, we might have approached his challenges from an inferential perspective instead. The inferential perspective involves identifying the rigid, absolutist demands a person places on themselves (“I must be a perfect professional, husband, and father”), and the belief that failing to meet these demands would result in the worst possible outcome (catastrophizing), lead to an unbearable situation (low frustration tolerance), and end in self-condemnation (global negative evaluation).

			The inferential model teaches that there are two types of pain: the pain of the wound, and the pain of poking at it. For Anthony, the wound was the constant pressure from work and family demands. His irrational beliefs were the equivalent of poking the wound—prolonging the pain and preventing healing.

			Through REBT, Anthony realized that life inevitably brings unexpected pain. While uncertainty is a constant, we can still act with confidence, do our best, and even allow room for error. Rational thinking builds self-confidence—a strength that enables us to face life’s challenges. As Damian Barr puts it, “We’re not all in the same boat. We’re in the same storm. Some are in super yachts; others have one paddle.”

			Later, Anthony returned to therapy—this time with his wife—driven by a deep desire to enhance their family communication and foster a sense of harmony at home. He recognized that true growth isn’t just about achieving professional success or reaching personal milestones—it’s about nurturing stronger, more meaningful connections with the people he loves most. Anthony’s life had always been rooted in the idea of continuous improvement, much like the philosophy of kaizen. But this time, it was different. This time, the change he sought wasn’t driven by perfectionism or stress—it was motivated by a longing for peace. Peace within himself, and peace in his relationships.

			Anthony came to understand that growth doesn’t always require constant tension or urgency. There is power in slow, steady transformation—especially when it leads to a calmer, more fulfilling life.

			Chapter 9 
Bing and the Speed of Entrepreneurial Success

			At 29, Bing achieved what many chefs dream of: earning a Michelin star. This milestone marked her entry into the global elite of gastronomy. Her restaurant, The Enchanted Table, became a sanctuary for fine dining enthusiasts, where her creations nourished both body and soul.

			Bing, with a natural talent for cooking, grew up in a modest family in a coastal town in Massachusetts. Her mother, a widow who worked as a cook in a tavern, taught her the secrets of homemade meals, while Bing watched in awe as her mother turned simple ingredients into delicious dishes. Mei, her older sister, was always focused on science and medicine, and from a young age, spent her afternoons treating the fictional wounds and illnesses of her stuffed animals and dolls. Bing preferred experimenting in the kitchen, creating recipes with boundless passion. While her friends played outside, Bing would be lost in the tavern’s kitchen, fascinated by the art of cooking. Over time, this fascination became a burning desire to perfect her craft and make it her life’s work.

			Uncle Wei, her godfather, had taken on a paternal role since her father’s passing. He owned a lobster hatchery and saw in Bing the daughter he never had. On her 18th birthday, he gifted her the opportunity of a lifetime: admission to one of Europe’s top culinary schools. Bing entered with enthusiasm, determined to turn her passion into a career.

			From the moment she stepped into the school, Bing knew it would be a transformative experience. She was ready to face fierce competition, surrounded by the best aspiring chefs, all vying for success in the culinary world. Rather than intimidate her, it fueled her drive. The program was intense—early mornings, long hours in the kitchen, and rigorous evaluations. It wasn’t just about cooking; students learned the science of food, the history of gastronomy, and restaurant management. Bing quickly realized that becoming a chef required more than talent—it demanded leadership, creativity, and business savvy. The pressure was relentless, but Bing embraced the challenge.

			Bing made remarkable progress through unwavering determination. The challenges pushed her to improve every day. One of the first obstacles was mastering the sophisticated techniques required for haute cuisine, which she hadn’t learned from her mother. Always relying on instinct, she now had to measure everything with the precision of an alchemist: the cuts had to be exact, the cooking times precise, and the presentations flawless. One of Bing’s favorite parts of her studies was exploring different culinary cultures. The school had a global focus, with classmates from all over the world, each bringing something unique to the kitchen. While she loved her homeland’s flavors, she began discovering new ones. She learned to make sushi from a Japanese sensei, who explained that “sushi” didn’t mean fish, but “sour,” referring to the rice seasoned with vinegar, sugar, and salt. He taught them to evaluate ingredients by sight and balance flavors, colors, and textures—just like in traditional Kaiseki. Bing also explored spices with an Indian master, learning to balance flavors in dishes like tandoori-marinated quail. Cooking became more than a technique—it was a way to connect with history and culture. She realized it was not just a profession but a universal language.

			A pivotal moment came when a renowned three-star chef gave a masterclass on creativity in the kitchen. “Anyone can follow a recipe, but great chefs create something new—something that surprises and delights. This is pure art, backed by science and effort.” His words resonated with Bing. True mastery, she realized, was about innovation—transforming the familiar into something unexpected, just as Ferran Adrià had revolutionized cooking. From that point on, Bing embraced experimentation, blending flavors, textures, and presentations.

			At the end of the program, each student had to present a dish that showcased their growth. For Bing, it was a fusion of the traditional cuisine of the Massachusetts coast and contemporary Japanese influences, inspired by the world’s second-leading country in Michelin stars. She looked to Martín Berasategui (12 Michelin stars) and Tetsuro Maeda, who earned his first Michelin star in 2024. Bing named her creation Sukalyaki: lobster in six preparations, fused with traditional Japanese Sukiyaki stew, elevating both to gourmet status. The recipe also paid tribute to her Uncle Wei and his lobster hatchery.

			Presentation day was tense, but when it ended, Bing felt a mix of relief and satisfaction. She had given her best. Though unsure of the judges’ reactions, she knew her soul was in the dish. Her efforts were rewarded. The judges praised not only her flawless technique but also her ability to honor her roots while introducing modern, international elements. The Japanese professor approached her and said, “Otsukaresama, your katsuobushi dashi took me to the Kyoto of my grandparents.” Bing graduated with honors, confident she was ready to face the culinary world with her personal style and start her journey as a chef. She knew cooking was her true passion.

			She worked tirelessly, moving from one restaurant to another, gaining experience. It was at the last of these—under a two-Michelin-starred chef—that she solidified her confidence and gathered the courage to open her own restaurant, a dream she had always held. She knew it was time to take the leap and create her own space: The Enchanted Table.

			Choosing the name was a special moment for Bing. She wanted her restaurant to offer not just great food but a magical experience. After months of planning, she found the perfect location in the heart of the city. The bank supported her with a loan for young entrepreneurs. The Enchanted Table’s interior combined rustic elegance—recycled wood, soft lighting, and a small culinary library. Every detail, from the dishes to the tablecloths, reflected her traditional yet innovative approach. Bing knew that to stand out, she needed to offer something unique. The menu was designed to delight both the eyes and palate, inspired by minimalist Kaiseki cuisine. Bing believed less was more, carefully crafting each dish to look as good as it tasted.

			The grand opening was a success, with glowing reviews from critics and diners alike. Her family—especially her mother, Uncle Wei, and sister—were immensely proud. As the restaurant’s popularity grew, Bing focused on maintaining quality and innovation, ensuring each guest felt special with exceptional service from start to finish.

			After months of hard work, a Michelin critic visited The Enchanted Table anonymously, leaving just enough clues not to go unnoticed. The head waiter immediately alerted the kitchen: “Table three, two people, water.” That night, Bing ensured everything was perfect—from the timing of the dishes to the wine’s temperature. Her consistent effort truly paid off—Michelin stars or not—and soon after, she received life-changing news: The Enchanted Table had earned a Michelin star. The city erupted in celebration, and Bing was hailed for her dedication and talent. The star elevated the restaurant’s reputation and drew food enthusiasts from all over the world.

			With success, Bing continued to take risks, introducing a seasonal tasting menu that kept customers returning for fresh flavors. The Enchanted Table became a place where every bite felt magical, and Bing’s passion fueled her growing fame. In just a few months, rave reviews, TV interviews, and influencer posts poured in. The restaurant was packed, with long waiting lists.

			But with recognition came pressure. The demands of maintaining quality, innovating constantly, and managing a growing business began to take a toll. Bing worked grueling 16-hour days, staying after hours to clean and prep for the next. She often burned herself ironing tablecloths. Her maître d’ would joke, “Bing, burning your fingers cooking is one thing, but burning them ironing cloths makes me feel guilty. Go sleep, I’ve got this.”

			

			After her staff left, Bing would enjoy a moment of peace, pouring herself a glass of leftover wine. She’d reflect on the day, watching her team like a symphony, seeing the restaurant as pure magic. Later, she’d meet her sister Mei, a nurse, in the apartment they shared, where they’d trade stories from their shifts. Bing would have a couple more glasses of wine, then take sleeping pills, secretly helping her unwind.

			Over time, Bing became dependent on alcohol and pills to keep up with the demands of her life and continue chasing a second Michelin star. What began as a temporary solution—a little wine to calm her nerves, a few pills to sleep, some more to stay alert, a bit of vodka for inspiration—soon turned into her worst enemy. What once relieved stress quickly became an addiction that consumed her. Although deep down she knew she was spiraling, her inability to stop made her minimize the issue. Every time she faced criticism, the pressure of the restaurant, or the fear of losing the Michelin star—and the credit her beloved uncle had backed—anxiety overwhelmed her. And when the stress became unbearable, she turned to the only thing that offered temporary relief: pills and alcohol.

			Mei noticed her sister’s decline. At first, when Bing began abusing substances, Mei downplayed it. But over time, the situation worsened. After long shifts, she would come home to find Bing lying on the couch, surrounded by empty bottles and blister packs of pills.

			— “Bing, this has to stop,” Mei said, her voice laced with worry. — “You can’t keep going like this. You’re wearing yourself out—body, mind, and everything you’ve worked so hard to build.”

			Bing, too deep in her addiction and emotionally exhausted, would shrug or dodge the truth, avoiding the harsh reality her sister confronted her with.

			— “Don’t worry so much, Mei. I’m just tired—I just need a little time to unwind.”

			

			Despite everything, Bing kept up the appearance of a successful, confident chef. In interviews, in front of customers, and on social media, she always appeared smiling and passionate. Like a character from Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Bing had split in two: the daytime Bing, full of energy in the kitchen, and the nighttime Bing, who emerged once The Enchanted Table closed. But soon, those two personas began to blur. No one, except Mei and Bing’s closest team members, knew the full extent of her problem. Not even her mother. Her sister, however, remained her loyal confidante.

			Bing could barely keep the restaurant afloat. The kitchen had become a battleground, a reflection of the inner chaos consuming her. She lashed out at her team with harsh words, turning the workplace toxic. Over time, things worsened. Bing mistreated her colleagues, holding off cravings until nightfall. Her team sensed something was wrong but didn’t dare speak up. Eventually, her second-in-command and two chefs left, unable to endure the environment, adding even more pressure.

			The breaking point came one night when Bing collapsed in the kitchen. She hadn’t drunk since the previous night, trying to stay composed for a visit from culinary conference organizers. As service began, her disorientation was obvious. She snapped at her team, demanding perfection. They tried to stay focused, but the tension was unbearable. After the last guests left, Bing felt trapped in a whirlwind of confusion. Shadows danced, voices distorted, and the kitchen lights became a fever dream. Struggling to recognize her team, panic took over. She screamed and collapsed, and everyone feared the worst.

			The ambulance arrived quickly. Mei was notified by the maître d’ and rushed to the ER. Her heart racing, she knew her sister had crossed a line she couldn’t come back from. She didn’t know how to explain it to their mother and uncle—but she couldn’t keep this from them. If she didn’t act, Bing would destroy herself.

			

			When Bing returned home after discharge, she was surrounded by family. At first, she was confused—it wasn’t her birthday. A welcome party after the hospital? The serious faces around her told a different story. Then she realized: it was an intervention. Her first reaction was anger and denial.

			— “I don’t need help!” she snapped, frustration on her face. “I’m fine. I’m just going through a rough patch. I can handle it.”

			But Mei’s words hit hard.

			— “Bing, you almost died,” she said, tears in her eyes. “You can’t keep doing this—ignoring it, pretending you’re okay. You’re hurting yourself. We need you. I need you.”

			Bing looked at her sister, then at the others, and her heart broke as she saw their pain. Her mother’s-stricken face, Mei’s despair—it was a gut punch. Slowly, the walls came down. She stepped into their arms, the mask falling away, and admitted she couldn’t do it alone.

			— “Mei, I know I’ve dragged you into this… I don’t want you to have to take care of me like this. I’m so sorry.”

			Her mother, her uncle—they didn’t deserve this. She had to get better.

			— “I promise,” Bing whispered. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get my life back.”

			That night, they made her promise to rest. Mei held her tight and didn’t let go. The next morning, still raw, Mei took Bing to her first therapy session. Bing hesitated at the door. It felt like a wall between her past and the chance at a future. Mei squeezed her hand gently, her voice soft yet firm.

			— “You don’t have to face this alone. I’m right here, every step of the way. I’m not going anywhere.”

			

			Bing took a shaky breath. Images of her first day at culinary school returned—full of hope, passion, and dreams. With tears in her eyes, she nodded. It was time—time to take back the life she’d almost lost.

			The Impacts of Bing’s Beliefs on Her Professional and Personal Life

			Bing’s story—of a talented chef spiraling into addiction at the peak of her career—shows how success and pressure can become a dangerous mix. Her struggles underscore how irrational beliefs, coupled with the stress of a competitive environment, can significantly impact both emotional health and leadership.

			Work Environment

			Bing’s erratic behavior created a toxic atmosphere at The Enchanted Table, disrupting team cohesion and morale. Her personal decline began to affect the restaurant’s reputation, becoming apparent to both her staff and regular patrons.

			Family Life

			Her relationship with her sister, Mei, became strained as Bing resisted help, leaving Mei feeling powerless. Their mother, once a pillar of strength, was devastated watching her daughter fall into addiction. Wei, her uncle, also struggled to support her as he witnessed her deteriorate.

			Physical and Mental Health

			Bing’s use of alcohol and stimulants took a toll on her health, leading to both physical and emotional breakdowns. What began as a way to cope with stress turned into a destructive dependency that increased her anxiety and deepened her feelings of guilt and shame.

			Leadership

			Bing’s perfectionism and addiction drained her creativity and compromised her leadership. The toxic environment caused key team members to leave, and her once-admired leadership was called into question. The pressure to achieve a second Michelin star clouded her judgment and priorities.

			With family support and therapy, Bing began to transform her challenges into an opportunity for self-discovery and healing.

			Bing’s Process

			The life of a socially successful person struggling with addiction is a complex web of accomplishments, expectations, and internal battles. Outwardly, they appear to have it all: a thriving career, a vast network, and admiration from peers. Beneath the surface, however, they’re battling a dependency that touches every part of their life. This was Bing’s reality when she came to therapy.

			At first, Bing shared, drinking felt as natural as it was traditional—reserved for celebrations and moments of relaxation. In Western culture, raising a glass during any celebration is almost expected. Even those who rarely drink can feel uncomfortable opting for a non-alcoholic beverage, often drawing unwanted attention. Toasting with water, for instance, can feel out of place or even inappropriate.

			Moreover, Bing worked in a field where alcohol is not merely a beverage, but an integral part of the culinary experience. In fine dining, alcohol is paired with food and used as an ingredient to elevate dishes.

			Bing explained that one of the most obvious uses of alcohol in high-end cooking is pairing. A carefully selected wine, craft beer, or cocktail can amplify a dish’s flavors, turning a meal into a complete sensory experience. At The Enchanted Table, for example, the sommelier’s role was to select wines to complement each course—balancing acidity, body, and flavor. This enhanced both the dish and the overall dining experience.

			For Bing, who loved experimenting with new flavors and techniques, alcohol became a creative tool. She frequently collaborated with her team to create cocktails that paired with the menu or experimented with rare spirits to push culinary boundaries. She was passionate about her work and used artisanal liquors and rare wines to surprise and delight her guests.

			

			Therapy conversations about how food and alcohol can come together creatively helped Bing regain perspective. It reminded her of a time when alcohol was simply another ingredient in her craft—not a crutch she relied upon.

			As her success grew, so did the opportunities to celebrate. Social events, business lunches, and networking gatherings were often accompanied by glasses of wine, champagne, or cocktails. She recalled attending up to three events a day, carefully managing her alcohol intake to stay sharp—believing it wouldn’t look right to toast with anything else.

			In this world, alcohol appeared to be a tool for relaxation and social connection, reinforcing an image of success and confidence. But as her addiction deepened, what once seemed like a choice became something she could no longer control.

			The same pattern emerged in her moments of relaxation. Just as alcohol is used in toasts, there’s a common belief that having a drink at home after a long day—alone or with others—is a way to unwind: a moment to say, “Now it’s my turn to relax and enjoy.”

			We discussed at length how Bing’s celebratory and relaxing rituals slowly disappeared, replaced by a growing compulsion to drink—and a struggle to stop. Around the same time, Bing added pills into the mix. It began with sleep aids. The night before a major culinary event or meeting, her anxiety made sleep elusive. She quickly progressed from valerian to benzodiazepines, convincing herself that sleep aids were essential for rest.

			What Bing hadn’t realized was how addictive these substances were, and how misusing them would lead to physical and psychological harm. As nights passed, she’d wake needing more pills to function. Strong coffee was soon replaced with amphetamines. As her addiction escalated, emotional breakdowns became frequent. Consumed by sadness and unsure how to break free, she turned to antidepressants, hoping they’d lift her mood and boost her energy.

			

			“I’m scum”

			For those struggling with addiction, self-image is often fragile—shaped by judgment, deeply rooted beliefs, and overwhelming emotions. This view is influenced by the addiction itself, its consequences, and how others respond.

			Bing wrestled with the gap between who she wanted to be and who she had become. In her first therapy session, she called herself “scum.” She had been trapped in a cycle of self-loathing, believing she had let everyone down—failing in her responsibilities, betraying expectations, and losing the trust of those who believed in her.

			Her self-image was clouded by the shame and stigma of addiction, leading her to view herself harshly. This sense of inferiority reinforced the belief that change was impossible, making her minimize the seriousness of her condition.

			Living in denial, she was pulled between two identities. On one hand, she was seen as a successful, responsible leader—a culinary star and her family’s pride. On the other, her actions betrayed this image, creating a painful inner conflict. Her desire to change collided with her compulsion to use, fueling intense self-criticism. Feeling like a burden to loved ones only deepened her negative self-image. The fear of judgment pushed her into isolation, feeding her loneliness and despair.

			For Bing, recovery meant more than giving up alcohol and pills—it required healing her relationship with herself.

			Anxiety as a Therapeutic Goal

			For Bing, recognizing that addiction was not a moral failing, but a medical condition was crucial—it could be understood, treated, and overcome. REBT offers a structured approach to addiction by targeting the mechanisms that sustain symptoms and drive change. These mechanisms stem from biological and cultural influences that shaped her learning and decision-making up to the point of choosing change. From that choice, distorted thoughts around substance use begin to shift.

			

			A key therapeutic goal was to build greater tolerance for the discomfort of abstinence.

			Bing’s treatment began with the belief that she could adopt alternative strategies for coping with triggers by changing the way she thought about them. We focused first on the irrational beliefs that maintained her addiction, delaying exploration of deeper issues that could surface later.

			For Bing, as with many people facing addiction, one of the most persistent irrational beliefs was Low Frustration Tolerance (LFT). LFT arises from anxiety about enduring the emotional pain of abstinence, and the belief that such discomfort is intolerable.

			We explained how REBT distinguishes between self-anxiety and discomfort anxiety, breaking down their roles in her experience.

			•Ego Anxiety (also known as self-anxiety) stems from self-devaluation or an overall negative self-assessment. It often leads to depression and surfaces as emotional tension when a person feels their worth is at risk, believes they must be perfect, or sees failure or rejection as catastrophic.

			•Discomfort Anxiety (also called situational anxiety) arises from LFT in contexts perceived as unbearable or highly frustrating. The issue isn’t the frustration itself, but the belief that it is intolerable. Discomfort anxiety is more common than ego anxiety and usually less intense, which means it’s often overlooked or misdiagnosed as generalized anxiety.

			For Bing, ego anxiety showed up as shame, guilt, and inadequacy. She felt her worth would be threatened if she didn’t maintain flawless performance—a standard expected of a highly respected leader. At the same time, her situational anxiety came from deep frustration and the belief that her entire future was on the line. Other distorted beliefs included seeing substance use as a coping mechanism, a marker of failure, or the only way to keep up with her demanding life.

			Together, these beliefs fueled her low frustration tolerance during abstinence—a core driver of her addiction. She often thought: “Using substances helps me feel better”, which became her fastest way to ease the anxiety.

			The ABC of Bing

			What happens, when, and where

			The REBT approach to understanding the interaction between thoughts, emotions, and behaviors is particularly effective in treating substance addiction, offering tools to change dysfunctional thought patterns and promote a healthier, more balanced life. Here’s how we applied the ABC model with Bing:

			•A: In Bing’s case, the activating event could be any situation, event, or stimulus that triggered her need to use substances. Together, we identified key triggers:

			•Social situations: Bing worked in an environment where alcohol consumption was common, often making her feel pressured to join in.

			•Emotional stress: She struggled with anxiety about living up to her success, the overwhelming pressure she felt (which she called “the loneliness of leadership”), and her depression from feeling trapped by her addiction. These emotions — anxiety, loneliness, and depression — initially stemmed from her beliefs but gradually became strong triggers for substance use, reinforcing the cycle of irrationality.

			•Memories: Thinking about past experiences tied to substance use often sparked the urge to drink or take pills.

			The first step with Bing was to identify these activators, understand when and where the compulsion arose, and recognize the thoughts that accompanied them.

			

			The real enemy

			Now, the second component is B, which refers to the beliefs Bing held about the activating event. If these beliefs are irrational, they perpetuate the addiction cycle. We identified several key beliefs:

			•“I need to use substances to feel good”: Bing believed substance use was the only way to achieve emotional relief, pleasure, relaxation, focus, energy, etc. She viewed addictive substances as a means to meet her needs.

			•“I can’t handle stress without them”: This belief revealed Bing’s lack of confidence in her ability to cope with stress without relying on substances.

			•“Once I start, I lose control”: She believed losing control over her consumption was inevitable and permanent, which became a barrier to abstinence.

			•“If I don’t drink at a party, I’ll embarrass myself”: Bing felt it was unthinkable to attend a professional event or celebration without drinking, as it would be seen as socially unacceptable.

			•“Substance use doesn’t affect my work or personal life”: While Bing was aware her addiction was impacting her life, she had long denied the full extent of its consequences on her relationships, career, and health. This minimization eventually led her to a crisis point.

			•“I’m different from others; my situation is unique”: As a public figure, Bing felt set apart—both due to her fame and her belief that she couldn’t face her problem. She had long resisted acknowledging her addiction, fearing it would contradict her public image. At the same time, she felt more vulnerable than other successful people around her, which led her to downplay the problem and avoid seeking help.

			•“If I stop using, I’ll lose my creativity/energy”: This belief kept Bing reliant on sleeping pills at night and stimulants during the day, preventing her from seriously considering quitting.

			•“When I use, I’m fine”: Tied to the previous belief, Bing viewed alcohol as the ideal way to unwind after a stressful day. She believed substance use could help her escape emotional and personal struggles, overlooking how it worsened her long-term challenges.

			•“No one understands what I’m going through”: Bing rejected her sister’s support, isolating herself emotionally and convincing herself that no one could truly help. The pressures of her career made her feel alone at the top.

			•“I can’t fail; I have to prove I’m still the best”: The internal pressure to maintain control in the kitchen and continuously produce outstanding work led Bing to believe that the only way to keep up was to continue using substances, despite the consequences.

			These beliefs, along with the identified activators, triggered a cycle of consequences that affected every area of Bing’s life, reinforcing the grip of her addiction.

			The Impact of Irrationality

			In the ABC model, component C refers to the consequences that arise from beliefs about the activating event. For Bing, these consequences were multifaceted:

			•Emotional: Constant feelings of guilt, anxiety, and depression, punctuated by brief moments of satisfaction stemming from compulsive substance use.

			•Behavioral: The act of consuming substances, paired with denial of the negative consequences this behavior caused, led to conflicts in both her family and professional life.

			•Physical: Deterioration of her physical and mental health due to substance abuse.

			•Cognitive: Bing tended to avoid thinking about her problem. When she did, her thoughts revolved around the idea that her situation wasn’t severe and that the pressure she faced justified her consumption.

			

			In the REBT approach, consequences are not seen as isolated; rather, they result from the interaction between the activating event and beliefs. By changing these dysfunctional beliefs, one can transform the consequences. Bing began to realize that if she changed how she coped with stress, she could reduce her anxiety and regain a greater sense of control over her life.

			The Challenge and the New Paradigm

			As we began working on her beliefs, Bing committed to a process of self-examination, where we helped her explore the logic behind her thoughts. Some of the key questions we explored together were:

			•Is it true that you need to consume substances to feel better?

			•What evidence do you have that you can’t handle stress without substances?

			•What would happen if you decided not to consume?

			•How did you manage pressure before you started using substances?

			•What strategies do your colleagues use to cope with stress and pressure in your professional environment?

			•What alternatives do you have to cope with stress that don’t involve using substances?

			•How would you feel if you were able to stop consuming and face your problems differently?

			•What would you tell a friend who had similar thoughts about consumption?

			This process of introspection was crucial for Bing in rebuilding a more realistic and positive narrative about herself and her ability to handle challenges in her professional life. Through rational questioning, Bing began to:

			1.Stop believing that her happiness, well-being, and professional performance depended solely on substances, which had led her to deny the possibility of finding satisfaction and success without them.

			

			2.Accept that alcohol or amphetamines weren’t the only ways to manage stress or anxiety, and that she had been ignoring healthier coping mechanisms.

			3.Recognize that her social worth wasn’t dependent on engaging in substance use, even at social events or celebrations.

			4.Understand that seeking help was an important step toward recovery, allowing her to free herself from the isolation and guilt she had been carrying.

			5.Remember that her energy and creativity were not dependent on substances and that she could access those qualities without using them.

			6.Reject the belief that her life was too overwhelming to face without substances.

			7.Reflect on times when she enjoyed life and succeeded without relying on substances.

			8.Cultivate self-empathy, seeing herself with more compassion and objectivity.

			9.Imagine a future free from addiction, allowing her to create a more hopeful vision of herself as someone capable of facing life’s challenges without turning to substances.

			This process of cognitive restructuring was pivotal in rebuilding her identity and creating a new paradigm where well-being and authenticity no longer depended on external validation or escaping through substances. Bing discovered that her true strength and creativity lay in her ability to approach life in a healthy and conscious way.

			

			The Change

			Therapy became a turning point for Bing. On her first day, she showed up carrying a storm of emotions—fear and hope, shame and courage. Admitting she had a problem was terrifying, especially for someone whose identity was built on excellence and success. Therapy provided her with both safety and truth, compelling her to confront what she had long avoided. It was painful, but gradually, fear gave way to healing.

			Early on, she felt overwhelmed. Talking about her drinking brought relief, but also anxiety—it meant letting go of a protective identity. She was thriving professionally but falling apart privately. Through therapy, she began to release the helplessness and shift toward rebuilding herself. She soon uncovered the roots of her addiction: the pressure to succeed, to be accepted, to never fail. Alcohol became her escape. But in therapy, she saw it wasn’t a solution—just avoidance.

			The hardest part was facing the impact on others: her mother, Uncle Wei, sister Mei, and her team at The Enchanted Table. She felt she had failed them all, even deceived the world. Her talent, she thought, was just a mask. But therapy helped her open up. Sharing her struggles, though scary, was freeing. She began to repair relationships and rebuild trust.

			As she progressed, Bing learned to navigate life without alcohol. She challenged toxic thoughts, built healthier habits, and embraced clarity. Recovery wasn’t linear—relapses came—but she learned they didn’t erase progress. Each setback was a chance to grow stronger. Bing became more grounded, confident, and real. Her connections deepened. Authenticity, once foreign, became her foundation. Ultimately, Bing redefined what success meant. It wasn’t about public praise, but inner strength. Her addiction became part of her story—not a shameful chapter, but a symbol of resilience.

			By the end of her healing journey, Bing had become a beacon of hope for others walking similar paths. Moved by a deep sense of purpose and a desire to make a difference beyond the walls of her kitchen, she chose to tell her story. In a heartfelt book, she retraced her steps: the tender memories of the little girl helping her mother in the tavern; her formative years at culinary school, where she blossomed in both skill and spirit; her rise as an independent chef and the birth of The Enchanted Table; the dizzying heights of culinary acclaim; and the painful spiral into addiction that brought her to the edge. And then—her rebirth. Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, she reemerged, not just intact, but transformed. Her message was clear: this wasn’t a story of defeat, but of resilience. The book, she insisted, was not about vanity—it was an act of earned self-recognition.

			Her honesty struck a chord. People who had once felt alone in their struggles saw themselves in her journey. The Enchanted Table became more than just a restaurant—it became a sanctuary, a place where strangers came not only to eat, but to thank her, share their own stories, and heal. Therapy had given Bing the tools to manage her addiction—but it gave her something greater, too: the chance to rewrite her life on her own terms.

			To honor her journey, Bing created a deeply personal menu called Scars. It told her story through flavors and memories, and it earned her a second Michelin star. She celebrated that night surrounded by those who had walked beside her through every triumph and every fall. The applause, the tears, the laughter—all of it paled in comparison to the quiet joy in her heart: she had finally learned to love herself.

			As the celebration continued, her maître d’ pulled her into a warm embrace and whispered with a smile, — “You made that second star shine for all of us. My dining room will always be yours.”

			Chapter 10 
Luca and the Boundless 
Self-Indulgence

			Luca stood motionless at the window of his office in Barcelona. At 45, he had climbed heights few dared to dream of: a world-renowned ophthalmic surgeon, founder of an NGO that restored sight to the forgotten people of Africa, revered by colleagues and patients alike, and honored by universities and public institutions. But it wasn’t enough. Excellence wasn’t sufficient. Admiration fell short. Luca needed to be indispensable—he needed to leave a mark on the world so deep, not even time could erase it.

			They called him The Blaze, and he had earned the name—not out of vanity, but necessity. Fueled by boundless energy and an obsession with pushing every limit, Luca was a force of nature, a whirlwind of ideas and action. In the operating room, his determination became a superpower: every movement of his scalpel precise as the ticking of a Swiss watch, every surgery a masterclass in exactitude, every patient a victory snatched from darkness. There, under the sterile lights, Luca radiated like a thousand suns. The staff followed him with near-religious reverence. To his younger team, he wasn’t just a mentor—he was a living legend, a modern Prometheus stealing fire from the gods to return it to humankind. In that cold, clinical space, he was everything he had ever dreamed of being—the undisputed king of his own kingdom.

			But in Barcelona, life played by different rules—shifting rules that left him constantly a step behind. At the NGO’s Barcelona headquarters, Luca had morphed into more of a manager than a surgeon—a transformation that quietly hollowed him out. Drowned in endless reports, tangled budgets, and insincere meetings with institutional figures, he felt his original purpose slipping through his fingers. Every minute spent away from Africa felt stolen, a betrayal of the mission that once gave his life meaning.

			But for The Blaze, there was no turning back. If management demanded new skills, he would master them. If glory in the OR no longer satisfied his hunger for recognition, he’d find a way to claim the spotlight in boardrooms, ministries, and black-tie galas with their hollow camaraderie.

			“Bringing the world back to light, one glance at a time.” This mantra, repeated like a prayer in moments of doubt, captured both his passion for ophthalmology and his relentless drive for global impact. It wasn’t just a motto—it was his reason for being. A compass on dark days, a beacon when all seemed lost. It represented not only the literal return of sight, but the symbolic act of offering hope and opportunity to those trapped in poverty and obscurity.

			To Luca, that kind of devotion was the only path to greatness. He believed, fiercely, that true impact left no room for mediocrity—and even less for delegation. Every plan, every proposal, every detail, no matter how trivial, had to pass through his hands. Delegation wasn’t part of his vocabulary. He feared that the project he had poured his soul into would collapse without his constant control. Hyperactivity had become both his engine and his silent tormentor. He barely slept, lived intensely, consumed by the suffocating belief that only he could hold it all together. His team—dedicated, competent, and willing—tried to share the load. But Luca, blinded by his own brilliance, wouldn’t let them. “I do it better,” he told himself endlessly, another mantra that fed his ego while building invisible walls between him and those who cared for him most.

			In his breakneck pursuit of greatness, Luca had begun to cross lines he once vowed never to cross. Ethics—once a clear north star—became a hazy, flexible boundary, reshaped to suit the moment. One of the most painful cracks in his foundation was his falling out with Samuel—his closest friend from med school and co-founder of the NGO. The rift began over whether to expand their work beyond the communities they’d long served. Samuel, deeply spiritual and radiantly kind, had stood beside him from the start, treating their mission in Africa as something sacred. He was Luca’s counterbalance: calm where Luca was driven, thoughtful where Luca was impulsive. A quiet leader, humble and collaborative. African colleagues called him Dr. Mwema—a Swahili word evoking warmth, sincerity, and generosity. To Luca, that gentleness felt too close to weakness. “The project needs strong leadership—even if it means being tough,” he repeated, justifying choices that slowly chipped away at his own humanity.

			Then came the opportunity: a massive grant from a European institution. For Samuel, it was another joint challenge, something they’d tackle together like always. But Luca saw it as a solo spotlight—a chance to finally prove that he was the true engine behind the NGO.

			With the precision of a tactician, Luca positioned himself as the face and mind of the project, subtly pushing Samuel into the background. The move was a dazzling success. One cold, clinical email confirmed the unthinkable: the grant was theirs. Money would pour in. Luca felt an electric thrill—a cocktail of triumph and unease.

			Messages flooded in. Politicians and public figures offered praise. Every congratulation was a rung higher on the ladder he’d been climbing for decades. The NGO was no longer “ours”—it was “his.” No longer just another initiative fighting for relevance, it now stood alongside giants of global impact. Luca drank in the glory, imagining himself receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, basking in applause, silencing the voice inside him that whispered about how he’d won.

			As he prepared to share the news with the team, he paused, thinking about how he would explain to Samuel that he’d been cut out of the expansion. A sick, hollow feeling coiled in his stomach. That man—his friend, his brother-in-arms—would never look at him the same again. Luca tried to justify it all as being for the greater good. But he knew the truth: it was for himself. For the glory. For the light that never seemed bright enough unless it shone directly on him.

			

			From his office window, he watched the city below: couples strolling, tourists wandering, businesspeople racing for taxis. Tiny figures, oblivious to the war waging inside him. He considered messaging Samuel, gently breaking the news, hoping to preserve a sliver of their friendship. But pride swept the thought away. Showing weakness? Impossible. He had to lead. He had to shine. Life was a stage—and Luca knew only how to play the leading role. Then, as if the universe were listening, his phone buzzed in the silence. Samuel. Calling from Africa.

			For the first time in years—maybe ever—Luca froze. The phone buzzed again. He stared, torn. He could answer and face the truth… or ignore it, move forward, let another bond crumble. The phone stopped vibrating. A notification appeared. “You have a voicemail from Sam.”

			Luca didn’t move. Had someone already told him? News like these spreads fast. Dread twisted in his gut. His finger hovered over the screen. He played the message.

			Samuel’s voice was calm—not angry but laced with deep sadness. It struck Luca harder than rage ever could.

			—”Luca, we need to talk. Go your own way, but don’t let it break our friendship. I still believe you’re worth more than this.”

			The message ended abruptly. Luca sat stunned, the weight of it crashing over him. The euphoria of success was gone, replaced by a suffocating sense of defeat. Guilt. Betrayal. Exhaustion. Samuel’s words echoed endlessly. “Don’t let it break our friendship.” But wasn’t it already broken?

			Luca slumped into his chair, memories rushing in like a flood. He saw the two of them, young and idealistic, dreaming of changing the world. Their first surgery in Africa. The patient who saw for the first time in decades. That feeling—they were gods. He remembered the long days, the laughter, the conviction. And then, like a scalpel slicing through those golden memories, he saw himself change. Recognition by recognition, ego swelling, mission fading. The man obsessed with the cause had become obsessed with himself.

			He lost track of time. The city lights outside flickered. 7:30 PM. It could’ve been midnight or dawn. How could he face the team? How could he face himself? He rubbed his eyes as if to scrub the truth away. But it was still there—raw, inescapable. The Blaze had finally stopped. And in the silence, he could see the damage he’d done.

			The phone still in his hand, Luca stared at the message again. He could delete it. Pretend it never happened. Carry on, unbothered, leaving another broken bond behind. Or… he could answer. His finger trembled. The next few seconds would define his future—and who he truly was. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let himself feel the full weight of it all. When he opened them again, a new clarity burned behind them. He pressed the call button. The dial tone rang—slow, heavy, infinite. Then a click. Samuel’s voice:

			— “Hi, Luca! Tell me, what’s going on?”

			And in that moment, Luca knew: Life was about to change. He could hear no trace of anger or reproach in Sam’s voice. It was time for The Blaze to learn to stop, to listen—and maybe, just maybe, to find the humanity he had left behind.

			— “Sam,” he said, his voice cracking, “you’re right, we need to talk.”

			The Impacts of Luca’s Beliefs on His Professional and Personal Life

			Luca’s case demonstrates how unmanaged narcissistic traits can significantly disrupt workplace dynamics and organizational effectiveness. His dysfunctional thinking patterns had far-reaching consequences in three key areas: the business environment, team dynamics, and leadership credibility.

			

			Impact on the Business Environment

			As head of an NGO, Luca’s obsession with control led to a rigid, centralized system. His refusal to delegate, micromanagement of minor tasks, and insistence on personally reviewing every detail slowed operations and created bottlenecks. This not only reduced efficiency but also demoralized staff, who felt mistrusted and undervalued. By turning the NGO into a reflection of his ego, Luca undermined its core mission: collaborative service for the greater good. His pursuit of personal recognition shifted the organization’s focus from a collective mission to a personal brand, potentially eroding its credibility and public trust.

			Impact on Team Dynamics

			Luca’s self-centered leadership fostered a toxic work environment. His constant need for validation discouraged individual initiative, creating a culture of competition rather than collaboration. Employees competed for his approval, while experienced and talented team members, frustrated by the lack of growth opportunities, began to leave. This environment weakened team cohesion, threatening the long-term sustainability of the organization’s talent pool.

			Impact on Leadership

			Luca’s egocentrism also strained key relationships. His marginalization of Samuel—the NGO’s co-founder and long-time ally—was a critical turning point. Driven by his hunger for recognition, Luca compromised ethical standards, betraying one of the organization’s founding values: genuine collaboration. His actions eroded trust both within the organization and among external partners, severely damaging his reputation as a reliable and principled leader.

			Long-Term Consequences

			Left unaddressed, Luca’s behavior could have led to organizational paralysis, widespread disengagement, and personal burnout. The existential void fueling his drive for recognition risked becoming a source of collapse rather than growth. Instead of being remembered as a visionary, Luca risked becoming a cautionary tale—an example of how unchecked ego can dismantle even the most promising missions.

			This case highlights the importance of confronting dysfunctional patterns early. Only through self-awareness and transformation can harmful behaviors be redirected into forces for personal and collective growth.

			Luca’s Process

			Luca: —”Sam says I’m a narcissist and that I should do something about it…”

			Psychologist: — “Narcissism and leadership are as linked as a picnic and ants.”

			This quote, attributed to Dr. Keith Campbell—a renowned American psychologist specializing in narcissism—brought a faint smile to Luca’s otherwise somber face. He had arrived at the session without fully understanding why. The catalyst had been a long, difficult conversation with Samuel, who suggested that Luca’s constant need to stand on the top step of the podium might stem from deeper, unresolved issues. If he truly wanted to feel valued—not by the world, but by himself—he needed to take a closer look.

			For someone like Luca, seeking therapy felt strangely out of character. A man with remarkable professional and personal accomplishments, he took pride in his journey. Through relentless effort and vision, he had spent his life striving for excellence—and sharing it with the most vulnerable. His impact was undeniable: thousands had regained their sight because of him. He had become a global figure, celebrated for his work.

			But there was another side to Luca, one he described himself: “I entered the jungle with a machete, moving forward without looking back. My mission was to prove myself—to show my strength, my talent, my perseverance. I wanted to be the first to reach uncharted territory. And I did. But I didn’t stop to see what I was destroying along the way.”

			That afternoon in his office, Luca had felt something unfamiliar—an overwhelming wave of vertigo, emptiness, and vulnerability. His body reacted not with the usual buzz of anticipation before a big success, but with the unmistakable signs of anxiety. As a doctor, he recognized the difference. Triumph usually filled him with energy; this, instead, felt like falling into an emotional abyss.

			He told the psychologist that Samuel’s words had stayed with him. Perhaps his friend was right: something was wrong, and he needed help to understand it—before it happened again.

			Luca began to reflect on a pattern he knew well: the emotional charge that surged before a major accomplishment. It was always tied to the hope of achieving something concrete, something visible—like a complex surgery or public recognition. That tension, although stressful, was goal-oriented and familiar. But what he had experienced that afternoon was different. It wasn’t rooted in a specific fear or outcome. It was deeper: a sudden, piercing sense of meaninglessness. Despite all his success—and the admiration it brought—something vital seemed to be missing. He felt disconnected from himself, as if he had built a life around achievements but forgotten who he truly was. It was a painful, confusing emptiness. An existential void.

			The existential void is a deep sense of purposelessness or lack of direction in life. It can appear even when external success is present—especially when that success fails to provide inner fulfillment. It often stems from disconnection with one’s core self, the absence of deeper goals, or the inability to find lasting satisfaction in everyday experiences. This kind of emptiness becomes an internal crisis, prompting questions about identity, purpose, and personal worth.

			For Luca, this void became unbearable when he feared losing Samuel—a friend who represented one of the few authentic connections in his life. The possibility of that loss forced him to face a truth he had long avoided: his world wasn’t built on unconditional admiration or meaningful relationships, but on a fragile pursuit of external validation. Samuel’s potential absence didn’t just mean the loss of a friend—it threatened Luca’s very identity. Beneath his pride and self-assurance was a man deeply reliant on the trust of a few. The realization was devastating—he wasn’t as independent—or as special—as he had believed.

			

			He was afraid. Afraid of himself. Afraid of what his unchecked vanity had already cost him—and what it might cost in the future. So, with Samuel’s encouragement, Luca took a step he once would’ve seen as weakness: he asked for help. Not because he was broken, but because he wanted to understand where he had gone wrong. He wanted to make sense of the choices that had nearly destroyed the relationship he valued most. And more than anything, he wanted to find a way back to himself.

			The Discovery

			As Samuel had observed, Luca showed many signs of a narcissistic personality. Narcissism involves an inflated sense of self-importance, a constant need for admiration, and a lack of genuine empathy. While most people display some narcissistic traits, when these traits are intense and persistent, they can disrupt both the person’s life and those around them.

			Narcissists are often preoccupied with status, power, and self-image. Despite inner unhappiness, they rarely seek therapy voluntarily. Their distorted self-perception makes it difficult for them to recognize their own issues. They typically enter therapy at the urging of others—those harmed by their arrogance, reckless decisions, or unethical behavior.

			We could define narcissism as a condition suffered by someone who feels perfectly fine but causes distress for those around them.

			Narcissistic Blessings

			It’s difficult for a narcissist to reflect on themselves from an unflattering perspective. So, to help Luca gain broader insight into his behavior, we began by exploring how narcissistic traits might benefit him in his role as a leader.

			While narcissism typically carries a negative connotation—no one proudly declares “I’m a narcissist” in a job interview—many narcissistic traits exist on a spectrum. Outside of full-blown narcissistic personality disorder, some of these qualities can be constructive, especially in leadership. With this in mind, we helped Luca identify which of these traits applied to him and how they played out in his life and work:

			1.Narcissistic leaders often exude unwavering self-confidence, even in uncertain situations. This instills trust, provides a clear sense of direction, and motivates their teams, who view them as capable of overcoming obstacles and driving progress.

			2.Their charisma makes them highly persuasive and emotionally engaging, enabling them to build strategic relationships and rally others around their vision. They radiate ambition, constantly aiming higher and pushing for bold innovation that sets them apart as pioneers.

			3.Skilled in persuasion, they captivate audiences with enthusiasm and energy. While empathy may be lacking, they instinctively know what others want to hear and adjust their message accordingly. This ability reinforces their image as inspiring and visionary leaders.

			4.They are risk-takers who challenge the status quo, embracing transformation not just for growth, but to cement their legacy. Their determination and high tolerance for failure make them resilient, fueling their own drive and inspiring the same mindset in others.

			5.Narcissistic leaders also demand excellence, often cultivating a culture of high standards and continuous improvement—sometimes through competitive pressure. Their bold goals and commanding presence provide followers with a sense of purpose and excitement.

			6.Ultimately, their desire to stand out and be remembered defines their leadership. They thrive in the spotlight, driven by a need to leave a personal legacy—not necessarily for the collective good, but to be seen as exceptional and irreplaceable.

			“I relate to all of them,” Luca said with satisfaction. “I think all leaders are a bit narcissistic”.

			

			We explored the concept and execution of leadership with Luca. Conceptually, he defined it simply: “Influencing people to work toward a common goal.” We agreed that leadership can emerge in any context—whether in schools, sports, politics, business, religion, communities, or families. However, when it came to implementation, Luca’s view was more rigid. He saw leadership primarily as control, shaped by his own success, recognition, and desire to maintain unquestionable authority. “In an operating room, there are many of us,” he said, “but the scalpel is in my hand.”

			Although he intellectually understood that leadership also involves building trust and mutual respect, he believed his position required him to oversee every detail: “They do it well, but I must supervise—for two reasons: I’m the public face, and… honestly, I do it better”.

			Luca exhibited what’s known as agentic extraversion—a type of extraversion marked not just by energy and sociability, but by a strong drive for dominance, control, and achievement in social and professional settings.

			The Other Side of the Coin

			Luca’s narcissism had fueled his remarkable success, but the strain it placed on his relationship with Samuel served as a wake-up call. Though not clinically dysfunctional, the cost of his personality traits became evident. His reason for seeking help suggested a preventive intent: to explore how the very mechanisms that had brought him recognition might also be harming him. To do so, we reframed key narcissistic traits from a cost-based perspective:

			•Grandiosity: Luca saw himself not just as a skilled surgeon or NGO leader, but as a visionary savior. Ordinary success felt beneath him.

			•Boasting & Recognition: He constantly highlighted his accomplishments, expected admiration, and felt slighted when praise was missing.

			•Need for Admiration: His self-worth hinged on applause; without it, he felt empty, pushing himself to achieve more for validation, not impact.

			

			•Fantasies of Glory: He often imagined global recognition—standing ovations, magazine covers—feeding his belief in his unique destiny.

			•Empathy Deficit: In his pursuit of excellence, he overlooked others’ needs—particularly Samuel’s—prioritizing his vision over relationships.

			•Sense of Superiority: Luca genuinely believed he operated on a level few could reach, expecting automatic reverence.

			•Rumination & Comparison: He obsessed over unfulfilled recognition and constantly compared himself to idolized figures, seeking confirmation of his greatness.

			•Idealized Misunderstanding: He dismissed criticism, believing only exceptional minds could grasp his purpose.

			•Strategic Relationships: He cultivated ties only with high-status individuals, seeking affirmation through reflected prestige.

			•Extrinsic Focus: His well-being depended entirely on external achievements—titles, accolades, visibility.

			•Charm as Currency: His charisma was a tool to elicit praise; when admiration waned, so did his interest.

			•Unrealistic Expectations: He demanded special treatment, expecting admiration and deference in every setting.

			•Validation Through Envy: He interpreted envy as proof of his superiority—and felt it himself when others outshone him.

			•Impatience & Arrogance: Convinced his priorities were paramount, he showed little tolerance for delays or dissent, often dismissing others’ input.

			•Ostentation: He flaunted luxury and achievements to reinforce his elite status—his environment was curated to project success.

			•Emotional Vulnerability: Beneath the bravado, Luca’s break with Samuel exposed deep insecurity. Guilt, rarely admitted, revealed the emotional toll of his quest for greatness.

			The in-depth analysis helped Luca recognize the growing gap between his authentic self and the persona he had built. He recalled his early days with Samuel when, as idealistic medical students, they dreamed of changing the world. Over time, that idealistic self had been overshadowed by a constructed identity—one that sought recognition at all costs, even at the expense of their friendship.

			Through exploring the irrational beliefs behind his narcissistic traits, Luca came to understand that personality is not fixed but malleable—and that change can be intentional. From that point, we agreed to focus his work on building an identity free from the need for constant validation and cultivating relationships rooted in respect and compassion, both toward others and himself.

			In one session, he walked in holding a piece of paper he was eager to read aloud.

			“The myth of Narcissus, from Greek mythology, tells of a strikingly beautiful young man who captivated everyone but consistently rejected those who loved him. Among them was the nymph Echo, who, heartbroken by his indifference, withered away until only her voice remained. As divine punishment for his arrogance, Narcissus was made to fall in love with his reflection in the water. Entranced, he could not look away and, eventually, tried to embrace the image—only to drown. In that very spot, a flower bloomed: the daffodil”.

			After reading the story, Luca remarked, — “I’m really curious to explore whether something in my past led me to become a flower”.

			Medicine and Music

			In therapy, Luca found a space to deepen his self-awareness, challenge his thought patterns, and give voice to the doubts that surfaced along the way. He had come to realize that building a life around something as fleeting as social status was a poor investment. Now, the idea of redefining his identity on more meaningful and lasting foundations genuinely excited him—prompting him to revisit every possible aspect that might have shaped the way his mind worked. Although REBT focuses on present-day problems, it doesn’t ignore the impact of past experiences. Life history, after all, plays a role in shaping beliefs. With that in mind, Luca suggested exploring his family background and the influence it may have had on his personality. He summed up his childhood with two words: 
medicine and music.

			Luca was the only child of an Argentine concert pianist and an Italian soprano—the daughter of a renowned cardiovascular surgeon. His grandfather lived with them until Luca was 17. These three figures—musician, singer, and surgeon—embodied excellence, prestige, and admiration in their respective fields, creating fertile ground for the development of a personality shaped by high expectations and a drive for recognition. Without siblings to balance or challenge these influences, Luca’s identity was gradually molded by the powerful presence of these role models. What followed naturally was to examine how each may have contributed to the formation of his beliefs.

			•The Soprano Mother: The Search for Admiration and Validation

			•Emotional and Aspirational Impact: As a soprano, Luca’s mother was likely accustomed to receiving admiration for her artistic talent, which may have shaped Luca’s belief that success is linked to public recognition.

			•Reinforcement of Image Importance: Her career likely taught Luca that fame and validation are key to feeling valued and successful.

			•Development of the Desire to Stand Out: Watching his mother applauded for her talent, Luca may have internalized the desire to excel in his own field, seeking the same validation.

			•The Pianist Father: Perfection and Control

			•Success Through Talent and Technique: As a professional pianist, Luca’s father likely taught him the importance of discipline and continuous effort. However, the competitive nature of classical music may have fostered a narcissistic mindset in Luca, always striving to be the best and gain recognition.

			

			•Reinforcement of Competition: The competitive nature of musicians could have reinforced the idea that success is defined by being the best in your field.

			•Search for External Validation: If his father was an admired figure, Luca may have learned that external validation is essential to success.

			•The Grandfather, a doctor: Authority, Prestige, and Control

			•Authoritative and Successful Figure: The grandfather, a cardiovascular surgeon, represented authority and respect in a prestigious profession. Luca likely saw the power associated with this figure, which may have fueled his desire for a similar position of respect and control.

			•Models of Professional Success: The grandfather probably instilled the idea that success is built on hard work, dedication, and the ability to influence others.

			•Influence Over Respect and Control: Surrounded by influential figures, Luca may have developed a desire to emulate their respected status, seeking leadership roles where he could have significant authority.

			Integration of Family Influence

			This unique family environment likely played a crucial role in shaping Luca’s irrational beliefs, which later influenced his leadership style. In summary, three key aspects emerge from this influence:

			1.Search for Admiration and Validation: Growing up in an environment where public admiration (from his mother), personal achievement (from his father), and authority (from his grandfather) were valued, likely led Luca to develop a need for recognition—not only for his talent but also for his power and influence.

			2.Development of an Idealized Self-Image: The combined influence of his mother, father, and grandfather helped Luca shape an image of himself as someone destined for success and leadership, incorporating these values into a narcissistic vision of his future.

			3.Need for Control and Power: Surrounded by figures who valued artistic ability, professional prestige, and influence, Luca likely developed a strong desire for control and power, cultivating a public image of a benevolent leader admired for his talent.

			While the past undoubtedly shapes a person, the power to modify cognitive habits is always present, which, in turn, affects emotional states and relationships with the world.

			Building a New Identity

			The therapeutic work with Luca was intense and collaborative. Together, we explored and redefined ideas, circumstances, and influences that could be reframed in a healthier way. Using the REBT methodology, we focused on:

			•Psychoeducation on Narcissism: Helping Luca understand how his thinking patterns had impacted his well-being and relationships.

			•Collaborative Approach: Treating therapy as a tool to enhance his personality and leadership, aligning them with his personal and interpersonal growth goals.

			•Identifying and Challenging Distorted Beliefs: Encouraging Luca to realize that his worth was not tied to his achievements and that applause was a gift to be appreciated, not a need to be filled.

			•Developing Emotional Regulation Skills: Teaching him to manage anxiety and frustration without falling into dysfunctional patterns, such as seeking validation or extreme perfectionism based on superiority.

			•Fostering Empathy and Interpersonal Understanding: Working on his ability to consider others’ perspectives and feelings, especially Samuel’s.

			

			•Identifying and Reassessing Triggers: Analyzing stress-inducing situations, such as meetings with institutional representatives, and applying strategies to handle them more effectively.

			Through these steps, Luca was able to reframe the core beliefs that had fueled his narcissism into a healthier internal pattern. He also built self-confidence grounded in the unconditional acceptance of both himself and others. This newfound confidence allowed him to redefine his self-image, improve his relationship with his team, and rebuild his friendship with Samuel.

			Conclusion

			Luca’s case demonstrates how narcissistic traits can serve as both a source of strength and a barrier to emotional well-being and healthy relationships. Through REBT, Luca learned to temper his drive for excellence with greater self-compassion and empathy, reshaping his leadership style into one that fostered collaboration and psychological well-being—for both himself and those around him. With this insight, he was able to align his strengths with a genuine desire for change.

			A month later, Luca and Samuel invited the entire NGO team to lunch. Before they began, Luca, with Samuel by his side, addressed the team with words he had shared in one of their final sessions together:

			— Good afternoon, everyone. Today, I stand before you with a heart full of reflection and a renewed commitment to each of you. For too long, I failed to recognize something crucial: my leadership had become centered around me. My desire to be the focal point, to always have the final word, and to elevate my own achievements above the collective good not only harmed this organization—it also impacted each of you who placed your trust in me.

			Today, I want to say this clearly: I was a narcissistic leader. And to all of you who have worked alongside me—to those who felt overlooked or underappreciated—I am truly sorry.

			

			In recent months, I’ve gone through a journey of deep introspection and personal growth. I’ve learned to listen more and speak less. More importantly, I’ve come to appreciate the true strength of our team. I now understand that real leadership isn’t about 
shining the brightest, but about creating space for everyone to shine.

			I want to share with you the commitments I’ve made—commitments that will guide my actions moving forward:

			From now on, my priority will be to ensure each of you has a voice. Every perspective matters, and every decision will stem from open, respectful dialogue.

			I will no longer lead from above, but from within—supporting each of you as you take on leadership roles and make key decisions.

			I am here not just to lead, but to be accountable—to own my actions and humbly welcome your feedback and constructive criticism.

			Our mission is bigger than any one individual. I am here to serve, not to be served.

			Change is never easy, and I don’t expect to get everything right overnight. But I want you to know—from the depth of my heart—that this is my commitment. I’ve chosen to lead with humility, grounded in the belief that there is always room to grow. My hope is that together, we’ll work on projects that truly make the world better, with success that we all share.

			I want to thank each of you who has supported me through this transformation.

			And a special thank you to you, Sam—for your wisdom, for opening my eyes with your timely words, and for showing me a better way forward.

			Thank you for your patience, your time, and—most of all—for continuing to believe in what we can achieve together.

			Section III 
Leading with Purpose: 
Beyond Personal Limits

			Chapter 11 
Leadership Material

			In today’s world of contemporary management, the question of what defines leadership remains as relevant as ever—echoing Peter Drucker’s famous distinction: “Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things.” This contrast between efficiency and effectiveness invites deeper reflection on the true essence of leadership. Over time, our understanding of leadership has evolved—from early trait theories to more dynamic, situational approaches. Within this evolution, REBT offers a fresh, integrative perspective that unites the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions of effective leadership. As Drucker wisely noted, “Effectiveness can and must be learned,” a principle that aligns closely with the framework we will explore.

			The “Tree Metaphor” introduced in the following pages presents a powerful conceptual model, illustrating how the visible expressions of leadership are deeply rooted in a leader’s personality. This reflects Drucker’s insight in Management: Tasks, Responsibilities, Practices, where he emphasized that leadership is a responsibility—not a privilege. Through this lens, we will examine how leadership that is both effective and ethically grounded can be intentionally cultivated and developed.

			Is Leadership Something You’re Born With or Is It Something You Learn?

			In the field of psychology, there is no unified theory that integrates the many perspectives on leadership or offers a single framework for researchers. However, there is broad consensus on one key point: leadership should ultimately be assessed by the results it produces. Those who genuinely earn the title of “leader” are distinguished by their ability to deliver meaningful and sustained outcomes over time. But what does it take to achieve those kinds of results?

			

			To answer this, we turn to the framework offered by REBT, which suggests that a leader’s effectiveness is shaped by how they express and apply their capabilities—something deeply influenced by their internal qualities. This reflects a constructivist view of personality, grounded in the belief that people have the power to shape their own reality and, within the limits of the human condition, develop a personality that defines who they are.

			From this perspective, we can say that a rational leader is not born but made. And that process of making involves internal transformation—one that later becomes evident in their leadership performance. The case studies presented in this book consistently show that true leadership often requires addressing deeper personality or character traits, rather than focusing solely on technical skills.

			What Is It That Changes?

			Personality and character are closely related concepts, but they differ in key ways that are worth highlighting. Personality refers to the set of psychological traits that influence a person’s behavior, emotions, and thoughts. It includes both inherited and acquired components. Inherited traits are tied to temperament—the biological foundation—while acquired traits include learned behaviors and habits. It has an external dimension, expressed in how a person interacts with the world and how others perceive them. While relatively stable over time, personality can evolve in response to life experiences and changing environments.

			Character, on the other hand, is the acquired dimension of personality that reflects values, self-discipline, and moral strength. It represents the volitional aspect of the individual—the choices and commitments that define who they aspire to become. Character includes traits such as courage, honesty, responsibility, perseverance, and integrity. It has an internal orientation, rooted in the beliefs and principles that guide one’s decisions and actions. It is shaped over time through upbringing, life experiences, and intentional, conscious choices.

			The APA Encyclopedia of Psychology defines personality as the collection of traits that determine consistent patterns in a person’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. This perspective includes both the analysis of specific characteristics—like sociability or irritability—and the study of how these various traits are integrated into a coherent whole.

			REBT offers a biological and multifactorial view of personality, defining it as the consistent patterns of behavior, thought processes, communication styles, perceptions, and interactions that characterize an individual. This includes both observable behaviors and internal cognitive processes—whether conscious or unconscious—the latter being understood as brain functions that occur without conscious awareness. While acknowledging the complexity of these concepts, REBT maintains that it is possible to improve both behavior and emotional well-being by targeting the cognitive variables within personality. This is achieved through rational analysis, with examples illustrated throughout the case studies presented in this book.

			Leadership and REBT

			When we understand leadership as a phenomenon deeply rooted in personality, the principles of REBT emerge as particularly valuable tools. REBT provides a framework for addressing the internal challenges leaders face, promoting personal growth that, in turn, enhances their ability to achieve extraordinary results.

			We can all recall individuals whose leadership has been undeniable—figures who have left a significant social, economic, technological, or cultural impact. These are leaders who understood how to harness their abilities to inspire and mobilize large groups of people. Among them, we see examples of leadership that has propelled humanity forward, as well as leadership that has caused profound harm. Leadership is a powerful force—it holds the potential to transform reality, for better or worse. What’s striking is that both compassionate and unethical leaders often possess the same core capabilities: the power to inspire, influence, and lead others. What sets them apart, however, is the purpose and ethical compass guiding their actions—elements deeply shaped by the intrinsic traits of their personality. These internal qualities serve as the rudder steering how leaders interpret their role, make decisions, and engage with others.

			The Leadership Tree: A REBT-Based Model

			From this perspective, we introduce the metaphor of a tree to illustrate the model of effective leadership developed by American psychologists Grieger and Fralick, grounded in the principles of REBT. The concept is simple yet powerful: just as a tree needs strong roots and a sturdy trunk to bear healthy fruit, a leader must be anchored in a solid personality (the roots) and supported by well-developed skills (the trunk) to generate meaningful outcomes (the fruit). Let’s take a closer look at each part of this metaphor:

			•Results – The Fruit of the Tree: The top of the tree, where the fruit grows, represents the tangible outcomes a leader aims to achieve—profitability, customer satisfaction, team cohesion, employee loyalty and trust, and the cultivation of a strong, disciplined organizational culture. Once clearly defined, these results become the ultimate measure of leadership effectiveness.

			•Means – The Trunk of the Tree: The trunk signifies the tools and competencies required to deliver those results. This includes technical and professional expertise, along with a deep understanding of industry and organizational dynamics. However, technical skills alone are insufficient. Many leaders falter not due to a lack of knowledge, but because they are missing key personal or interpersonal abilities—and may not know how to develop them.

			•Source – The Roots of the Tree: The roots symbolize the foundation of exceptional leadership: personality. Capability alone is not enough; a leader must also be centered, self-aware, and emotionally grounded. Often, leadership failures can be traced to internal barriers—irrational beliefs or unresolved personal issues—that hinder the effective use of one’s knowledge and skills. True leadership begins with inner strength, clarity of purpose, and the values that shape one’s thoughts, decisions, and actions.

			

			Putting the Metaphor into Practice

			Applying the tree metaphor in practice involves several key steps: identifying the desired results; assessing current skills and pinpointing areas for development; uncovering internal obstacles that hinder performance; and creating a strategic action plan to meet defined objectives. This model emphasizes the holistic development of the leader, ensuring that every part of the “tree” is nurtured to support sustainable, fruitful growth.

			The Rational Leader vs. the Irrational Leader

			A leader’s performance can be better understood by examining their beliefs, emotions, and behaviors. In this context, rational and irrational beliefs play a critical role in shaping how leaders tackle challenges, make decisions, and manage conflict. It’s important to note that rational, in this framework, means useful or constructive—not merely logical. With that in mind, let’s explore the contrasting traits of irrational and rational leadership:

			•The Irrational Leader: An irrational leader operates from rigid, unrealistic beliefs that fuel unhelpful emotions and limit effective action. Characteristics of this type of leader include:

			•Absolutist thinking: They hold beliefs such as “I must be perfect” or “Others must behave as I expect,” which lead to chronic frustration and harsh self-criticism or judgment of others.

			•Emotional overreaction: They respond to setbacks with intense anger, anxiety, or despair, compromising their ability to think clearly and make sound decisions.

			•Avoidance of responsibility: Catastrophic thinking (e.g., “If this fails, everything is ruined”) may prompt them to blame others or withdraw to avoid vulnerability.

			•Resistance to change: An intolerance for uncertainty pushes them to seek excessive control, making them rigid and unreceptive to new ideas.

			

			•Toxic work environment: Their impulsive reactions and emotional volatility can foster a culture of tension, fear, and low morale.

			•The Rational Leader: A rational leader operates from flexible, realistic beliefs that support emotional balance and effective behavior. This type of leader:

			•Practices unconditional self- and other acceptance: They understand that everyone has strengths and flaws, and they refrain from extreme judgments of themselves or others.

			•Manages stress constructively: They face challenges calmly and seek practical, thoughtful solutions.

			•Makes grounded decisions: Instead of reacting emotionally, they respond with clarity, considering both facts and consequences.

			•Embraces change: They accept uncertainty as part of life, focusing on what they can influence and remaining adaptable and solution-oriented.

			•Builds positive culture: Their steady, intentional leadership fosters trust, collaboration, and growth, helping teams navigate pressure and adversity.

			Power and Purpose: Two Faces of Leadership

			Leadership can take many forms, but its impact depends on how power is exercised. Some leaders pursue selfish objectives, while others lead with purpose and integrity. Let’s explore these two contrasting paths—rooted in irrational and rational leadership—and their lasting effects.

			The Irrational Leader: Power for Personal Gain

			Some irrational leaders possess impressive abilities but direct them toward selfish or harmful ends. They may manipulate, exploit, or mislead others to advance their own interests. A classic example is the corrupt official who diverts public resources for personal use, or the corporate executive who compromises employee welfare for short-term gains. Though such leaders may appear successful and deliver temporary results, their actions often lead to long-term harm—eroding trust, sparking financial crises, or exacerbating social unrest. Ultimately, the cost of their leadership far exceeds any fleeting achievements.

			The Rational Leader: Power in Service 
of Others

			Rational leaders, in contrast, use their influence to drive meaningful, positive change. They view leadership not just as a route to personal or organizational success, but as a platform to elevate others. Anchored in values such as empathy, integrity, and social responsibility, they strive to improve lives and strengthen communities. Whether it’s a civic leader who rallies hope and resources during a crisis, or a business executive who embeds social responsibility into the company’s mission, rational leaders cultivate environments where people flourish. Their influence extends beyond immediate outcomes—they foster trust, fairness, and enduring contribution.

			In essence, personal values lie at the heart of leadership style and determine how a leader behaves and connects with others. Rational leaders are typically empathetic, ethical, self-disciplined, and humble. They prioritize the collective good, maintain integrity under pressure, manage impulses, and encourage collaboration. In contrast, irrational leaders often act out of self-interest, display emotional detachment, distort the truth, behave impulsively, and seek recognition over teamwork.

			Exceptional Leadership: More Than Skill

			Ultimately, leadership is a reflection of character. We’ve emphasized that skill alone doesn’t define great leaders—it’s how those skills are applied that determines their impact. So, what inner qualities can elevate a leader’s potential? From the REBT perspective, the following dimensions are especially significant:

			

			Courageous Leadership: Acting Despite Fear

			Bold leadership isn’t about bold ideas—it’s about bold action and the results it creates. This often involves risk: making tough decisions, absorbing criticism, confronting poor performance, or standing firm on core values. True leadership means stepping forward, even when success isn’t guaranteed. Courage, as defined by the Oxford American Dictionary, is the ability to act despite fear. The Royal Spanish Academy highlights the spirited impulse to persevere. It’s not the absence of fear, but the choice to act regardless. REBT enables leaders to identify and challenge the irrational beliefs that hinder action, helping them build the emotional strength needed for courageous leadership.

			Unconditional Responsibility: The Core of Commitment

			In Good to Great, Jim Collins describes exceptional leaders as fiercely determined and unwaveringly committed to their goals. Grieger and Fralick define this as unconditional personal responsibility—a mindset of owning results, no matter the situation. Leaders with this mindset treat their obligations as non-negotiable. They don’t shift blame or rationalize failure; they examine setbacks and implement solutions. This personal accountability becomes a cultural cornerstone, raising standards across the organization.

			Emotional Muscle: Leading with Temperance

			Effective leadership requires emotional regulation. Leaders who struggle with stress, anger, or frustration risk impaired judgment and strained relationships. Emotional muscle refers to the ability to manage one’s emotions while supporting others to do the same. REBT equips leaders with strategies to remain composed and constructive under pressure. Developing emotional muscle not only enhances performance but also fosters psychological safety and trust within teams.

			

			Interpersonal Intelligence: Inspiring Through Connection

			Influence doesn’t come from authority—it comes from connection. As Stephen Covey famously said, “You can buy someone’s hand and time, but not their heart and mind.” True leadership is built on trust, honesty, and mutual respect. Developing interpersonal intelligence involves nurturing beliefs that affirm the worth and dignity of others. A leader who recognizes their team’s potential acts in ways that inspire loyalty and drive. REBT helps leaders uncover and replace distorted beliefs that hinder authentic, values-based leadership.

			Personal Purpose: The Spark of Meaningful Leadership

			Extraordinary leaders are driven by more than performance metrics—they’re fuelled by purpose. This sense of mission energizes their efforts and inspires others to rally around a common vision. Helping leaders discover and clarify their purpose is a key application of REBT in leadership. When actions align with deeply held values, leaders experience personal fulfillment and expand their positive influence.

			Renewal: Sustaining the Leader

			Leadership can be exhausting. Many leaders overextend themselves, sidelining self-care in pursuit of constant productivity. But sustainable impact relies on endurance. Mastering the art of renewal means challenging irrational beliefs like “rest is laziness” or “I must always be available.” Leaders who embrace renewal protect their own well-being and set an example of balance for their teams.

			Each of these traits—courage, accountability, emotional balance, relational intelligence, purpose, and renewal—is essential to exceptional leadership. REBT offers a practical framework for cultivating character and amplifying a leader’s positive influence. As Albert Ellis wrote, “Emotional effectiveness and a mindset of achievement depend on the ability to act in spite of fears and doubts—not the total elimination of those emotions.” He believed that rational leaders aren’t flawless—but they persist with clarity, resilience, and ethical resolve.

			

			Principled Leadership: An Integrative Perspective

			The concept of rational leadership explored throughout this work finds a natural parallel in Stephen Covey’s model of principle-centered leadership. As Covey wrote in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, “Leadership is not a position, it’s a decision.” This aligns seamlessly with the constructivist foundation of REBT, which emphasizes personal responsibility, cognitive clarity, and intentional action.

			Covey’s insight that “private victories precede public victories” mirrors the REBT metaphor of a tree: strong roots—personality—are essential for bearing healthy fruit—organizational results. When a leader refines their belief system and internal dialogue, they undergo the kind of private transformation that enables lasting public impact.

			Character and Renewal as Pillars of Leadership

			The principles we’ve highlighted as central to rational leadership—emotional stability, accountability, empathy, and purpose—resonate deeply with Covey’s emphasis on character. As he observed, “Who we are communicates far more eloquently than anything we say or do.” This reinforces the idea that true leadership is cultivated from within.

			Likewise, the REBT focus on personal renewal echoes Covey’s Habit 7: Sharpen the Saw, which underscores the importance of physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual care. Both frameworks reject the myth that renewal is indulgent; instead, they present it as a foundational practice for sustaining leadership excellence.

			The Convergence of Rationality and Principles

			The intersection of REBT’s rational leadership model and Covey’s principle-based approach offers a rich, coherent framework for leadership development. Both perspectives are grounded in shared foundational assumptions:

			

			1.Personal transformation is the foundation for organizational impact

			2.Principles and values serve as the internal compass that guides behavior

			3.Leadership is an ongoing journey of intentional growth

			Covey’s well-known phrase, “The way we see the problem is the problem,” closely aligns with REBT’s emphasis on identifying and reframing irrational beliefs. Leaders who develop this cognitive skill gain the clarity and resilience necessary to navigate complexity and act decisively.

			Leading from the Inside Out

			The authentic leader, then, is one who—as Covey puts it—“leads from the inside out.” Similarly, REBT emphasizes that effective leaders must manage discomfort, approach challenges rationally, and remain grounded in their core values—even in emotionally charged environments.

			Ultimately, cultivating rational and principled leaders is more than just an organizational objective—it’s a societal necessity. In a world defined by uncertainty and constant change, we need leaders who pair mental clarity with ethical conviction, technical expertise with emotional intelligence, and personal ambition with a strong sense of responsibility toward others.

			Chapter 12 
A Conversation between Masters: Peter Drucker, Stephen Covey, and Albert Ellis

			We are nearing the final pages of this book, but first, let’s imagine a conversation between three influential figures in leadership and human development—meeting on a quiet afternoon, transcending the barriers of space and time. Peter Drucker, with his pragmatic, results-driven view of management; Stephen Covey, with his focus on principles and personal growth; and Albert Ellis, with his rational-emotive perspective, gather to explore the being and doing of leadership.

			–Drucker: The core challenge of leadership in our time remains effectiveness. Leaders must concentrate on doing the right things, not just doing things right. However, I find your focus on rationality fascinating, Ellis, in how it complements this outlook.

			–Ellis: The effectiveness you refer to, Peter, is inherently connected to a leader’s capacity to manage their own cognitive and emotional processes. We can’t separate organizational effectiveness from the mental well-being of the leader. A leader caught in patterns of irrational thinking will struggle to make the sound decisions you emphasize.

			–Covey: I agree—and I would add that this effectiveness must be rooted in universal principles. A leader’s character, their habits—as I call them—are outward reflections of their internal values and beliefs. Albert, wouldn’t you say that your emphasis on rationality is, in itself, a core principle?

			–Ellis: Exactly, Stephen. Rationality in leadership isn’t just about logical thinking; it’s about aligning our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors with reality and ethical foundations. Peter, when you speak of “doing the right things,” aren’t you also referring to this alignment?

			–Drucker: Without a doubt. Effective leadership demands the integration of clear thinking, strong principles, and intentional action. My concern is how we cultivate such leaders in a world that’s growing ever more complex and unpredictable.

			–Covey: The key lies in what I describe as “inside-out.” Leadership development must begin with personal growth. Albert, your work with REBT provides practical tools for that internal journey, doesn’t it?

			–Ellis: Precisely. REBT offers a framework for leaders to examine and reshape their core beliefs, directly impacting their leadership effectiveness. Peter, this resonates with your view of self-management as the foundation of leadership.

			–Drucker: And that self-management must aim toward meaningful outcomes. We mustn’t forget that the purpose of leadership is to make a positive difference—in both the organization and society at large.

			–Covey: Which brings us back to principles. Lasting impact is only possible when leadership is built on universal truths and when the leader develops the strength to live by them.

			–Ellis: And that strength requires both cognitive and emotional maturity. Rationality in leadership forms the groundwork for applying principles effectively and achieving meaningful outcomes.

			–Drucker: So, could we say that effective leadership is a synthesis of rational thinking, grounded principles, and results-oriented action?

			–Covey and Ellis: (Nodding) Absolutely.

			–Drucker: And cultivating such leaders calls for a comprehensive approach that addresses both who they are and what they do.

			

			–Ellis: That’s exactly where REBT plays a role—supporting leaders in becoming both rational thinkers and effective actors.

			–Covey: And anchoring them in timeless principles that guide their choices and behaviors.

			–Drucker: Then the true challenge for today’s organizations is to build environments that nurture this kind of integrated leadership development.

			The three nodded in thoughtful silence, smiling knowingly, as if acknowledging that their distinct perspectives converged into a shared vision of leadership—rational, principled, and purpose-
driven.

			Now, let’s explore how truly great leaders not only shape themselves, but also leave a lasting mark on their teams, organizations, and the world around them. Because in the end, leadership isn’t just about what you accomplish—it’s about the legacy you leave and the way you build it.

			Chapter 13 
The 360° Legacy: Leading Beyond Oneself

			Rational leadership is measured not just by immediate achievements, but by the lasting impact a leader leaves behind. It’s a 360° legacy because it goes beyond traditional metrics and spans all key dimensions of leadership: people, the organization, and society. Peter Drucker said, “Leadership is defined by results, not attributes,” but effective leadership delivers more than just financial or strategic outcomes—it also shapes cultures, develops people, and contributes to a greater purpose. Throughout this section, we’ll explore how the 360° legacy is reflected in three key habits, ensuring that leadership is not only effective in the present but also capable of shaping the future.

			The Impact On People: Shaping Leaders, Not Followers

			The legacy of a rational leader isn’t measured by how many follow them, but by how many they’ve empowered to lead. It’s about passing on clear thinking, emotional regulation, and sound decision-making. This begins with the first REBT habit: emotional self-management. Leaders who remain grounded under pressure become role models—replacing anxiety and perfectionism with a culture of resilience and reason. Drucker emphasized, “Nothing distinguishes effective leaders as much as their ability to manage their time.” At REBT, we believe that time management is not only about productivity, but also about managing the emotional weight that comes with decisions and team dynamics. A leader who can regulate their emotional state performs more effectively—and helps others do the same. In the workplace, this translates into fewer unnecessary conflicts, clearer communication, and teams that can handle pressure without becoming overwhelmed or burned out. Emotional self-management in leadership isn’t about suppressing emotions, but rather about recognizing, understanding, and directing them constructively. Leaders who master this elevate not only their own performance but also that of their teams. The result is a ripple effect—rational leaders cultivate emotionally intelligent teams capable of sound judgment and calm leadership in uncertain times.

			The Impact On The Organization: Building Sustainable Cultures

			Organizations led by rational leaders don’t revolve around a single personality—they’re anchored by core principles that guide everyone’s behavior. This is where the second essential habit emerges: personal purpose. A rational leader aligns their vision with steadfast ethical principles and values. A clear sense of purpose shields leaders from external pressure and enables them to stay the course during challenging times. Leaders who haven’t cultivated their own mindset will struggle to shape the culture around them. True alignment between thoughts, emotions, and actions is essential to building resilience within an organization. Purpose-driven leaders don’t merely react to challenges—they proactively shape organizations rooted in enduring values. This is evident in their decision-making, conflict resolution, and ability to adapt without compromising identity. When leaders embrace this habit, their impact outlasts their tenure, creating a legacy that equips future generations to lead with clarity and integrity.

			The Impact On Society: Beyond The Company

			A rational leader’s influence extends beyond the team or the company—it has the power to uplift communities. In a world that often equates leadership with charisma and authority, rational leadership offers a more grounded form of influence—one anchored in ethics, objectivity, and critical thinking. One of the core REBT habits for leadership is the ability to renew oneself. Rational leaders understand that their long-term impact depends on maintaining both physical and mental well-being. They seek balance among work, rest, and personal growth. As Drucker noted, “People with great talents often destroy themselves because they cannot manage their own strengths.” A burned-out leader cannot sustain meaningful or lasting impact. Leaders who prioritize renewal recognize that rest isn’t a pause from leadership—it’s an essential part of it. They take time to reflect, learn, and reinforce their emotional foundation. By doing so, they create a deeper, more enduring legacy.

			Final Reflection: What Will Your 360° Legacy Be?

			A rational leader doesn’t simply lead—they build a legacy grounded in clear thinking, resilient organizations that aren’t dependent on a single individual, and social impact that surpasses conventional definitions of success. Albert Ellis reminded us: “We cannot control everything that happens to us, but we can control how we react to it.” In leadership, this means that true leaders don’t seek control for its own sake—they strive to influence, to elevate, and to leave things better than they found them.

			And you—when you reflect on your leadership journey, what 360° legacy will you leave behind?

			Chapter 14 
The 7 CLEAVER Habits

			Rationality As A Pillar Of Leadership

			Leadership has traditionally been associated with charisma, bold decision-making, and the ability to inspire. While these traits are essential, they alone are not enough to cultivate rational leadership. From the perspective presented in this book, a rational leader makes sound decisions based on calm, logical, and reasoned analysis of the complex and interconnected reality we inhabit.

			A rational leader must first lead themselves before leading others. They avoid being swayed by prejudice, uncontrolled emotions, or unfounded beliefs. Instead, they adopt a series of habits that embody critical thinking and informed decision-making. These habits are grounded in principles such as self-analysis, lifelong learning, the thoughtful filtering of ideas, and the deliberate integration of reason with emotion. If your goal is to become a truly exceptional rational leader, we invite you to adopt the 7 CLEAVER Habits. Let’s explore them one by one in the following order:

			1.Catch

			2.Lead

			3.Examine

			4.Acknowledge

			5.Verify

			6.Educate

			7.Reason

			

			1.CATCH your irrational beliefs (IB): You are not what you believe—you are the one who believes it

			The first step is acknowledging that our beliefs are not always accurate reflections of reality. Irrational beliefs are often deeply embedded and typically fail logical scrutiny. They can stem from past experiences, cultural conditioning, or cognitive biases. Catching them means identifying, evaluating, and replacing them when they no longer serve us.

			•Identify irrational beliefs. This begins with introspection. Ask yourself: What do I automatically accept as true? What beliefs most influence my decisions and emotions? Where did these beliefs originate?

			For example, a common irrational belief might be: “If I fail, I am a failure.” This belief falsely equates self-worth with success, overlooking the richness of the human experience.

			•Challenge and reevaluate. Once you’ve identified an irrational belief, interrogate it. Ask: What evidence supports this belief? Are there counterexamples that contradict it? Is this belief helpful for my personal or professional growth?

			•Replace IBs with reasoned, constructive beliefs. Rather than saying “If I fail, I am a failure,” you might adopt: “Failure is an opportunity to learn and grow.”

			2.LEAD your thoughts by putting them in quarantine

			Rational leaders understand that not all thoughts deserve belief or attention. Some thoughts, like viruses, can be harmful. Quarantining your thoughts means paying close attention to the ideas that arise automatically, separating helpful insights from destructive noise, and choosing your responses consciously.

			•Recognize automatic thinking. The brain generates countless automatic thoughts—worries, self-criticism, unrealistic assumptions. View these as mental events, not as absolute truths.

			

			•Create a space for analysis. When a thought surfaces, don’t act on it impulsively. Instead, place it in a mental “quarantine box” for evaluation. Ask yourself: Is this thought realistic? Will it lead to constructive action? Is it rooted in facts or assumptions?

			By managing thoughts in this way, you shift from impulsive reactions to strategic responses.

			3.EXAMINE and question all your beliefss

			Exceptional leaders consistently question their assumptions. The strength of a belief lies in its ability to withstand scrutiny. Regularly examining your beliefs helps correct errors and enhances adaptability.

			•Use the Socratic method. Socratic thinking teaches us that wisdom begins with questioning. Ask: Why do I believe this? How did I arrive at this conclusion? What evidence could disprove it?

			•Practice intellectual detachment. Stay open to the idea that you could be wrong. This humility is a hallmark of wisdom. By detaching your identity from your beliefs, you become more receptive to new perspectives.

			4.AKNOWLEDGE, act, and acquire knowledge continuously

			Continuous learning is a cornerstone of rational leadership. Leaders must acknowledge that growth is a constant process—gaining knowledge, developing skills, and accumulating experience. However, learning must always be followed by meaningful action.

			•First, acknowledge the value of a growth mindset. Embrace the belief that progress is the result of effort, and that each day offers a new opportunity to learn and improve. Recognizing this truth lays the foundation for continuous development.

			•Practice the cycle of learning and action. This involves three essential steps:

			

			1.Acknowledge – Recognize the importance of acquiring new knowledge or skills.

			2.Act – Apply what you’ve learned in real-world situations.

			3.Reflect – Assess the outcomes, acknowledging areas for improvement, and fine-tune your approach.

			By incorporating “acknowledging” into each phase, this cycle ensures that learning is not just a theoretical exercise but a practical tool for growth. Every step is rooted in the act of recognizing what you know, what you still need to learn, and how to continuously improve.

			5.VERIFY that you cultivate common sense and scientific thinking

			Both common sense and scientific thinking are vital tools for rational leadership. While common sense offers practical wisdom, scientific thinking provides a structured method to test and validate ideas objectively.

			•Use scientific thinking in decision-making. Apply elements of the scientific method to daily challenges. Develop hypotheses, gather and analyze data, and evaluate conclusions based on evidence.

			•Avoid cognitive biases. These mental shortcuts can distort judgment. Common biases include: 

			•Confirmation bias – seeking only information that supports your beliefs

			•Anchoring effect – placing too much weight on the first piece of information

			•Availability bias – judging likelihoods based on information that’s easily recalled

			Recognizing and addressing these biases is essential for clear-headed decision-making.

			6.EDUCATE your brain

			

			Even in an era of rapid innovation, our brains still rely on ancient survival mechanisms. To lead rationally, we must train our “caveman brain” to respond effectively to modern challenges.

			•Recognize instinctive responses. Our primitive brain reacts quickly to perceived threats with fight, flight, or freeze. While these responses are useful in danger, they can hinder thoughtful leadership in non-threatening situations.

			•Reprogram your responses. Through conscious effort and regular reflection, you can retrain your mind. This includes calming the stress response with self-regulation techniques, replacing emotional reactivity with reasoned analysis, and developing self-control and resilience.

			7.REASON your emotions effectively: integrating reason and emotion

			Being rational does not mean suppressing your emotions. Emotions are valuable sources of insight. When managed wisely, emotion and reason form a powerful partnership.

			•Understand emotions. Every emotion carries information. Anger might signal perceived injustice; anxiety could indicate risk. Rather than ignoring these feelings, use them as starting points for deeper inquiry.

			•Use rational intelligence. Rational emotional intelligence includes: 

			•Emotional awareness – recognizing and understanding your feelings

			•Emotional management – regulating emotions constructively

			•Empathy – attuning to the emotions of others

			When reason and emotion are integrated, decision-making becomes more balanced and human-centered.

			

			Building An Exceptional Rational Leader

			Becoming a rational leader is a lifelong journey that requires commitment and intention. By identifying your irrational beliefs, leading your thoughts, examining assumptions, embracing continuous learning, applying scientific thinking, training your brain, and integrating your emotions, you evolve into a leader guided by reason.

			Practice the 7 CLEAVER Habits. They will elevate your leadership capacity, deepen your personal growth, and help you navigate life’s complexity with clarity and purpose.

			Epilogue 
Leadership That Transcends

			At the end of this reflective and transformative journey, we pause to reflect on the lessons learned and their continued relevance. Leading, as demonstrated throughout these pages, is a radical exercise in self-knowledge and the intentional management of one’s thoughts—culminating in near-instantaneous emotional regulation.

			Self-awareness and self-regulation are essential leadership skills. However, these abilities do not develop spontaneously—they require ongoing practice and discipline. REBT provides a structured framework for examining elements of personality, cognitive biases, and emotional concerns that need attention, helping us cultivate a more proactive mindset. Recent studies indicate that teams led by emotionally aware leaders are more productive, engaged, and satisfied. Moreover, they tend to experience lower turnover and higher collaboration—reinforcing the idea that a leader’s well-being directly influences team success.

			Throughout this book, we’ve explored how self-confidence—understood not as unwavering certainty about the future, but as the ability to confront the unknown with poise and trust in one’s own resources—acts as a transformative force. When a leader develops confidence in their ability to handle both external challenges and internal conflicts, they embody authentic leadership. Yet, this confidence does not arise in a vacuum; it stems from a shift in mindset rooted in understanding the interplay between our thoughts, emotions, and actions.

			Remember: every thought has consequences. The committed application of the ABC model fosters a shift in thinking where the divide between reason and emotion begins to fade. In its place emerges an integrated approach—one where rational intelligence gives rise to healthy emotions that, in turn, fuel sound decision-making.

			Experiencing profound crises, like those encountered by the characters in this book, does not define us negatively. Crises are intrinsic to the human journey and can serve as pivotal moments that spark deep transformation. As thinkers from various eras—such as Niccolò Machiavelli and Winston Churchill—have observed, adversity often contains the seeds of opportunity. What truly matters is not the absence of crises, but how we choose to face them. Churchill’s famous line, “Never let a good crisis go to waste,” and Machiavelli’s advice to leverage difficult circumstances, remind us that great leaders turn setbacks into springboards for growth. This applies not only to external challenges but also to the internal struggles leaders face—such as stress, emotional exhaustion, or vulnerability. Though painful, these internal crises can ultimately serve as opportunities to become more complete versions of ourselves.

			In a corporate environment where competitiveness often overshadows well-being, adopting this mindset is an act of ethical leadership. Protecting your own mental health is not just a personal benefit—it’s a commitment to the long-term sustainability of your team and organization. A leader who effectively manages their own stress is more capable of recognizing and preventing burnout in others, creating an environment where people can excel without compromising their well-being. Emotional resonance, as described by Boyatzis and McKee, is a core trait of conscious leadership. A resonant leader fosters connection and motivation, keeping morale high even during uncertainty. REBT supports this resonance by helping leaders manage their inner state and project calm, confidence, and empathy.

			In this era of technological disruption and rapid change, conscious leadership is not a luxury—it’s a necessity. The ability to lead with a balanced and grounded mindset is becoming a competitive edge for individuals and organizations seeking to adapt and flourish in shifting landscapes. This book, in that light, is not only a guide—it’s an invitation to reimagine leadership through a more human lens.

			This reimagining is an ongoing process. It’s not about attaining perfection—it’s about learning to navigate imperfection with clarity and compassion. It’s a journey that calls for consistent practice, self-reflection, and, above all, the willingness to challenge the assumptions that limit our growth.

			

			Today, we invite you to take the tools and insights found within these pages and apply them. Practice the ABC model, cultivate grounded self-confidence, and strive to align your goals with emotional balance. In doing so, you’ll not only evolve your leadership—you’ll also elevate your influence on others.

			Beyond managing, we advocate transforming. In a world that often values doing over being, and individualism over connection, we urge you to return to what truly matters. Who we are shapes what we do—and ultimately, what we achieve. Above all achievements, it is the human relationships we nurture that leave a lasting imprint.

			Being a leader who transcends means more than accomplishing goals—it means inspiring, uplifting, and building meaningful connections that promote collective well-being and contribute to a more humane and balanced corporate culture. By focusing on being, leaders cultivate authenticity, deepen trust, and create environments where people can truly thrive. They remind us that the most enduring leadership transforms lives, not just outcomes.

			The future of leadership is in your hands—and it begins with each thought you choose to examine and every action you choose to take. To paraphrase Dōgen Zenji, founder of Japanese Zen Buddhism: may you flow, like water through rocks, navigating challenges with calm resilience, and turning every crisis into an opportunity to lead with compassion and intention. May you discover along the way the inner peace and enthusiasm that come from knowing who you are, the strength that comes from embracing yourself, and the fulfillment that comes from leading with both your mind and your heart.

			Appendix

			The M-RIBS Scale

			The Manager Rational and Irrational Beliefs Scale (M-RIBS) is based on REBT. It consists of three sections, each containing statements that reflect key evaluative processes in areas most relevant to managers:

			•Appreciation and Performance (Part 1)

			•Control and Delegation (Part 2)

			•Comfort (Part 3)

			The scale —whose items have been adapted to enhance clarity and understanding— uses both irrational (I) and rational (R) phrasing to capture four core cognitive processes for each category:

			•Demanding (I) vs. Preferring (R)

			•Catastrophizing (I) vs. Realistic Evaluation (R)

			•Low Frustration Tolerance (I) vs. High Frustration Tolerance (R)

			•Global Evaluation (I) vs. Acceptance (R)

			By engaging in honest and thoughtful self-assessment, you can identify which types of thoughts—rational or irrational—are influencing your performance, overall well-being, and relationships. Becoming aware of these beliefs allows you to reframe those that are limiting or counterproductive.

			When faced with challenging situations, some managers may believe that things must go their way, while others think in terms of preferences and are able to accept the reality—even if they strongly wish things were different. With this in mind, consider how much the statements in the scale reflect your actual thoughts in such circumstances.

			Find a quiet place where you can settle in without interruptions. Take your time to read each item carefully and respond with honesty—without judgment or self-censorship. The goal is to identify what you truly believe. Once completed, review your responses and look for recurring belief patterns that may shape your thinking.

			[image: ]
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			Interpreting the results: rational and irrational beliefs

			Classification by level. Tally your scores separately for odd-numbered statements (irrational beliefs) and even-numbered statements (rational beliefs), using the guidelines below:

			•Irrational beliefs (odd statements) have a total of 60 points: 5 items per area × 3 areas = 15 items

			•Low (10–20 points): You show low irrationality, suggesting high cognitive flexibility and minimal rigid thinking. You’re likely to handle pressure and setbacks with resilience.

			•Moderate (21–40 points): You display some irrational thinking that may emerge in specific contexts. Overall, emotional regulation is strong, but stress may spike during intense periods.

			•High (41–60 points): A dominant tendency toward irrational beliefs. You may place high pressure on yourself or struggle with a lack of control. Addressing these patterns is key to reducing stress and improving workplace relationships.

			•Rational beliefs (even statements) also total 60 points: 5 items per area × 3 areas = 15 items

			•Low (10–20 points): Low rationality may suggest difficulty accepting setbacks or managing frustration. Irrational thoughts could be affecting your adaptability and mental resilience.

			•Moderate (21–40 points): A balanced mix of rational and irrational thinking. You manage many situations well, but some areas could benefit from more flexible thinking.

			

			•High (41–60 points): Rational thinking predominates. You maintain perspective under pressure and navigate challenges with emotional clarity and strength.

			Balance between rational and irrational beliefs. Consider your overall tendencies:

			•Higher scores on even-numbered (rational) items reflect a healthy, adaptable mindset and strong emotional regulation.

			•Higher scores on odd-numbered (irrational) items suggest cognitive rigidity that may lead to unnecessary stress or reduced performance.

			•Balanced scores indicate that you manage many situations well, but there may still be areas where irrational beliefs need to be identified and reframed.
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SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE M-RIBS

Instructions: Below is a series of statements related to common workplace
situations. Recall the thoughts you experienced during similar situations and
thenindicate how closely each statement matches your mindset.

Use the following scale: 1: Strongly disagree; 2: Disagree; 3: Agree; 4: Strongly
agree

Part 1: Appreciation and performance

Think of a time when your performance fell short of expectations
or your efforts went unrecognized.

1. Iabsolutely must achieve high performance at work and be
recognized or rewarded accordingly, and [ can'timagine it
being any other way.

2. Ireally want to perform well and be appreciated, but I accept
that things won't always go the way I hope.

3. Itwould be terrible if 1 didn't perform well or wasn't adequately
recognized or rewarded.

4. Evenwhenfall short or go unrecognized, I still value myself
as aworthwhile person.

5. It'sintolerable when I don't perform well or am not
acknowledged for my efforts.

6. 1can tolerate underperformance or lack of recognition, even
though it's difficult.

7. When I'm not recognized or my performance is lacking, I feel
that my colleagues must be incompetent or worthless.

8. It'sunpleasant not to perform well or be recognized, but it's
not the end of the world.

9. WhenTam notin control of delegated tasks or working with
less competent people, I can accept my co-workers as being
worthwhile

10. When I'm not recognized or don't perform well, I understand
this doesn't reflect the worth of my coworkers.
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and the fear of falling short.

At the Breakpoint is a practical, eye-opening guide to leading with clarity
and resilience—without sacrificing your well-being.

Rooted in Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), this book delivers a
powerful toolkit to help you silence your inner critic, manage emotional
overload, and stay grounded—even when everything feels on the line.

Through real-life examples, actionable insights, and a deeply human
approach, Montse Rovira and Jorge Calvo will help you:

+ Break free from anxiety, perfectionism, and burnout
+ Rewire the thought patterns that undermine your leadership
+ Lead with calm, confidence, and authenticity—no matter the pressure

Whether you're a CEO, founder, or rising leader, this book will help you
reconnect with your purpose—and lead from strength, not survival.

Because true leadership starts in the mind—not just the mission.

“Arevealing and deeply transformative work. The authors have masterfully
combined their knowledge and experience into an essential guide for
anyone seeking to understand and manage their mind and emotions—
whether in their personal life or in a leadership role.”

Dra. Leonor Lega | Professor of Psychology, Saint Peter's University (NJ, USA) | Official
Biographer of Albert Ellis

“With Al becoming omnipresent in our lives, we're entering an age where
intelligence for problem-solving is abundant. What's scarce—and

increasingly vital—is the capacity of people (and especially leaders) to
manage emotions with authenticity. Rovira and Calvo offer timely clarity
on this emerging leadership imperative.”

Ivan Bofarull | CIO & Professor at ESADE Business School, Barcelona-Madrid
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Part 2: Control and delegation

Recall a time when you lost control of a delegated task or had to work with less
competent colleagues.

11. I must always maintain control over tasks and work only with
competent people.

12. I prefer to control tasks and work with capable individuals, but
Taccept that things won't always align with my preferences.

13. It's awful when I lose control over tasks or work with less
competent team members.

14. When control slips or I work with less competent people, I still
value myself.

15. It's unbearable to lose control or work with colleagues who
aren't up to standard.

16. While difficult, I can manage when I'm not in control or must
work with less capable individuals.

17. When I'm not in control or work with incompetent people, [
assume others are inherently worthless

18. It's frustrating not to be in control or surrounded by
competent coworkers, butit’s not catastrophic.

19. IfIlose control or work with less capable people, I see myself
as incompetent or lacking value.

20. When I am notin control for delegated tasks or work with less
competent people, I can accept my co-workers as being
worthwhile.
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Part 3: Comfort

Think of a situation where you worked in a hostile or high-pressure
environment.

21. [ absolutely must work in a pleasant environment and avoid
feeling stressed or overwhelmed.

22. I really want to work in a positive space and avoid distress, but
I accept that this won't always be possible.

23. Working in a negative environment or under pressure is
horrible.

24. Even when I feel emotionally strained at work, I still value
myself.

25. Itfeels unbearable to work in a stressful or toxic environment.

26. 1 can get through high-pressure or unpleasant work
conditions, though I find it challenging.

27. IfIfeel overwhelmed at work, I assume my team is made up of
bad or incapable individuals,

28. Working in a stressful environment is unpleasant and difficult,
butit's not unbearable.

29. When I feel stressed or overwhelmed at work, Iinterpret it as
asign that I'm inadequate.

30. Despite discomfort, I can view my coworkers and leaders as
valuable team members.

Total irrational beliefs points (odd-numbered statements )

Total rational beliefs points (even-numbered statements )
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