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Award-winning clinical psychologist and TV personality Dr. Judy Ho helps you stop the cycle of
self-sabotage, clear a path to lasting happiness, and start living your best life in this a must-have
guide perfect for fans of You Are a Badass, Unf*ck Yourself, and How to Stop Feeling Like
Sh*t. Have you ever had a deadline for a big work project, only to find yourself down to the wire
because you spent too much time on social media? Or gotten excited about meeting someone
new, only to convince yourself he isn’t really interested? How many Januarys have you resolved
that this is the year you’re finally going to lose the weight, only to abandon your diet in just a few
weeks? If these scenarios sound familiar, you are stuck in a cycle of self-sabotage.At one point
or another, we’ve all done something that undermines our best interests and intentions. Even the
most successful people get in their own way—often without realizing it. In Stop Self-Sabotage,
licensed clinical psychologist, tenured professor, and television personality Dr. Judy Ho takes a
fresh look at self-sabotage to help us answer two vital questions: Why do we do it? How do we
stop?Combining therapeutically proven strategies with practical tools and self-assessments, Dr.
Judy teaches you how to identify your triggers, modify your thoughts and behaviors, find your
true motivation, and unlock your willpower to stop this vicious cycle in its tracks. Practical and
transformative, Stop Self-Sabotage is your ultimate guide to jumpstart lasting, positive change
and start living the life you want.  
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the AuthorCopyrightAbout the PublisherPreface:What’s Holding You Back?HAVE YOU ever tried
to reach a goal like losing weight, getting a new job, curbing overspending, or finding a satisfying
relationship, only to be disappointed when your efforts didn’t bring you any closer to your
dreams? Have you ever avoided getting close to people, or wanted to connect with someone so
badly that your insecurity and neediness scared them off? Have you ever gotten in trouble for
poor money management, or found it hard to do what it takes to take your career to the next
level? Have you ever stopped and thought, Why did I do that? after you reached for the cookies
instead of something healthy, or when a break from a work project turned into a binge-watching
session that left you bleary-eyed and behind on deadlines?If any of this sounds familiar, you’re
stuck in a cycle of self-sabotage. Simply defined, self-sabotage shows up as thoughts and/or
behaviors that undermine our best interests and conscious intentions. Have you ever thought, I
can never do (fill in the blank), so then you give up and don’t try? That’s self-sabotage. Or do you
act in ways that are counter to what’s good for you, for example, binge eating half a cake when
you know the importance of a healthier lifestyle? That’s another example of self-sabotage. It’s a
phrase many of us throw around in casual conversation, and a phenomenon we easily identify in
the lives of our friends and loved ones. Even so, many of us invite the harmful, inhibiting,
defeating effects of self-sabotage into our own lives without even realizing it. Because self-
sabotage often works behind the scenes, we are often oblivious in the moment to what we’re
doing and how we’ve gotten in our own way. And as though they weren’t hard enough to notice,
these self-defeating patterns tend to rear their ugly heads just when you are at your most
stressed, or feeling crappy, or stretched too thin. Even the most successful people may engage
in self-sabotage in one or more areas of their life—maybe you have a rewarding career and solid
marriage, but can’t seem to keep up an exercise routine, or maybe you’re a social butterfly and
keep great company except when it comes to romantic partners.Over time, self-sabotage zaps
our motivation and drive. When we fail time and again to achieve our goals, but can’t identify
why, we become frustrated, defeated, and stop trying. If you believe you won’t get what you
want, why bother making an effort? Slowly, you stop dreaming big. You settle for what you have
even though you’re dissatisfied, and remain in the dark about how you can truly change your life
for the better. Self-sabotage can lead you to miss future opportunities to get your life back on
track.Without a clear understanding of how self-sabotage works, you may find yourself eating
that extra piece of cake, or having a late night out before an important meeting—behaviors that
don’t bring you closer to your goal and, in fact, push you further from it. You may find yourself



becoming resentful of others’ successes while feeling hopeless to enact positive change on your
own. You may blame your misfortune on bad luck, lack of drive, or worse—some personality
defect that keeps you from success and happiness. You may have even come right out and
identified self-sabotage as an issue in your life but then shrugged it off, sighed in exasperation,
and moved on. Maybe part of you thinks you have no control over the problem.If any of this
sounds like you, I have great news: starting today, you can change course and transform your
life. I can show you how to spot the problems that put you on the path to self-sabotage and teach
you ways to transform your thinking and behaviors to reverse the vicious cycle it created in your
life. Many of my clients have come to me with a problem they can’t seem to wrap their heads
around, only to discover that the core issue is self-sabotage. Once they see how they have been
working against their own best interests, they are relieved to discover ways to permanently
retrain their brains and keep them moving toward what they want. I will teach you to develop a
crystal-clear vision of your desires, focus on your most important values, and create a precise
plan for success. Ultimately, you’ll learn to stop self-sabotage in its tracks and make the lasting,
positive change in your life that you’ve always wanted.I was driven to write this book because I
wanted to shine a light on self-sabotage and empower people to be their best selves—to have
rewarding careers, fulfilling relationships, better health—and teach them a foolproof method to
pursue whatever it is that will bring them satisfaction and happiness or however they come to
define their “best” life. Drawing on scientific principles and my years of working with patients and
talking to family members, friends, and colleagues, I realized how incredibly common self-
sabotage is and how it explains many of the difficulties people encounter that are caused by
problematic habits, negative thinking, and an inability to maintain progress toward their goals. I
saw people stuck in ruts that eroded their confidence, dampened their self-esteem, and created
chronic sadness and anxiety. I realized that I needed to help as many people as possible to
understand self-sabotage, break the cycle, and lead them to experience success, so that they
can believe in themselves again and realize that they can reach their goals.Through years of
research and clinical experience, I have developed a six-step program to stop self-sabotage.
Based on scientific principles and practical tools, my program has helped hundreds of my clients
lose weight, stop procrastinating, stick to exercise routines, find fulfilling relationships, succeed
at work, and ultimately transform their lives for the better. Each step of the program contains
proven techniques that you can use to identify self-sabotaging behaviors and self-defeating
thoughts, intervene in the moment, and support long-term personal growth to reduce the
likelihood of self-sabotage in the future. This program has worked for my patients—some of
whom you’ll get to meet later in the book—and I know it can work for you too.A Quick Note on
the ExercisesThe tendency to engage in self-sabotage didn’t happen overnight, and it will take
some time to retrain your brain to put yourself on the right track. That’s where the exercises you
will find throughout the book come in. They are opportunities for you to slow down, take a closer
look at your thoughts and behaviors, and, by working the exercises, essentially reprogram
yourself so that you will no longer self-sabotage.Each of the six steps in this program builds on



the one before it, so you’ll need to work through them in sequence. As a part of each step, there
are exercises that I will ask you to complete. Some require quick responses while others will ask
you to dig deep and give more thoughtful responses. I’d like you to give all the exercises in the
book a try, even the ones that seem weird, too simple, too difficult, or illogical to you. I have had
many clients tell me they were dubious about a technique, but were pleasantly surprised at how
helpful it was once they gave it a shot. That said, if not every exercise resonates with you, don’t
worry. Each person has distinct needs, goals, self-sabotage triggers, and personality traits, so
it’s only natural that some exercises will be more helpful to you than others. Still, you won’t know
until you try, so take a deep breath and tackle each exercise from start to finish. You may find that
the exercise you resisted the most becomes the one that helps you enormously. In fact, the
benefit of many of the exercises is that you can take them with you, beyond doing them in the
book, and put them to work in your life.When you find yourself in a self-sabotaging situation,
these exercises can work as an emergency fix. For tools you can use to stop self-sabotage in the
moment, I’ve created a list of Self-Sabotage Busters (here), which contains a combination of
summary techniques we will go over in these next chapters as well as a few bonus exercises
that will be brand-new but especially effective for when you are about to commit a self-
sabotaging action and need something that works quickly. This can be your use-in-case-of-
emergency resource for a comprehensive list of easy and quick exercises.At the end of each
step, you will also find three types of exercises: a quick and dirty assignment (to complete in the
next ten minutes), a short assignment (to complete within the next twenty-four hours), and a long
assignment (to complete over the next week). They are designed to build upon one another, so
make sure to do them in order, and be sure to work through each of them before moving on to
the next step.As you go through this book, you may feel the urge to rush through the material as
quickly as possible. And who can blame you? You want to stop self-sabotage already! But
remember, it’s not a race. Take your time to fully absorb the information and discover how it
applies to your life. Although it is important to be consistent in your progress, there is no need to
rush though a step or an exercise. It is much better to go at your own pace, give your full
attention to all of the information, and practice the skills until you are comfortable with them
before moving on. The more you invest in each of these assignments, the more effective this
program will be for you. This means taking your time, revisiting steps when you need to, and
making time to regularly review all steps in the program. It’s like exercising. You don’t do a
workout once and expect to be fit for the rest of your life! You have to keep working out on a
regular basis. It’s the same with the exercises in this book. Your mind loves routines and habits,
and consistent practice will solidify your understanding of self-sabotage and retrain your mind to
let go of old patterns and adopt new ones. This helps build up your stamina to prevent self-
sabotaging thoughts and behaviors long term, and keep you on track toward your goals.One last
thought before we start: call me old-school, but I highly recommend that you use a physical
journal to document your progress. Studies have shown that people learn and remember more
when they handwrite their notes rather than type them.1 When we are writing by hand, we have



to slow down a bit (because we can’t write as fast as we type). Slowing down helps us to
process things a bit more thoughtfully and integrate what’s important about the material as we
write. This extra processing of the material helps with learning and remembering, and later,
when you look back at your notes, your memory of the material can also come back to you more
quickly.I sincerely hope that you will be transformed by this program and empowered to make
lasting change in your life, no matter what you’re struggling with. If you are willing to turn yourself
over to this program, you will learn the tools to continue living a meaningful, fulfilling life without
getting in your own way. Help is here, and I know you can do this!Let’s get to it.Introduction:Why
We Get in Our Own WayWE ALL have things we want in our lives—to lose those pesky ten
pounds, achieve that promotion, go on a second date with someone we’re interested in, or take
that fantasy vacation. We set a goal that is near and dear to our hearts, and repeat it to ourselves
in our heads and aloud to others more times than we can count. We’ve written this objective on
Post-its, to-do lists, calendars, perhaps even carefully selected an image to place on a vision
board, bathroom mirror, or refrigerator to inspire us. We have shared this goal with our friends
and family, and declared that this is the year we are going to make it happen. Maybe we even
asked one of them to hold us accountable to achieve it. So why do we get in our own way? In
order to understand where self-sabotage comes from, we need to learn some key concepts
about human behavior and raise our awareness of what might be running interference in the
background.Beth, a high-powered attorney working at one of the most prestigious defense law
firms around, is familiar with the self-sabotage cycle. She is sharp as nails in the office, never
misses a deadline, and juggles multiple projects without breaking a sweat. Her home is
beautifully organized and she has a deeply connected relationship with her husband. They are
set to celebrate their sixteenth wedding anniversary this year.Yet for all this success, she cannot
seem to get her weight under control. Beth has been yo-yo dieting for as long as I have known
her, and I’ve seen her fluctuate in the neighborhood of thirty pounds in a year. She has tried a
multitude of different nutritional strategies and exercise programs with no lasting results.
Although Beth is truly beautiful at any size, on more than one occasion she has been told by her
primary care provider that given her family medical history and the results of her blood tests, she
is at risk for developing full-blown diabetes. Despite a sense of profound urgency, year after year
she hangs her head sheepishly in her doctor’s office as she describes her latest excuse for not
being able to lose weight.On the surface, this does not add up. After all, this is a woman who, by
all accounts, appears to be able to achieve anything she puts her mind to. But when it comes to
her weight, she is a classic case of self-sabotage in action.So what’s the deal with someone like
Beth, or you, doing things that get in the way of goals? You may be surprised to learn that the
propensity to commit self-sabotage is built into our neurobiology and woven into the very fabric
of what makes us human. In fact, its roots aren’t so hideous after all. The source of self-sabotage
is part of a common ancestral and evolutionary adaptation that has allowed us to persevere as a
species in the first place! To understand how self-sabotage is tied to our human existence, we
need to take a look at the two simple principles that drive our survival: attaining rewards and



avoiding threat.Attaining RewardsOur brain rewards us when we are doing something that helps
us to thrive physically or socially by dropping a nice dose of the feel-good chemical dopamine.
This chemical boost makes us want to repeat the behavior in order to get that hit of positivity.
Studies have shown that when we eat, have sex, play video games, and receive a hug, the
amount of dopamine in the brain increases.1 And once we get that prize, dopamine continues to
flow and often surges, making it even more likely that we will repeat that reward-getting behavior
in the future to enjoy the same benefits. Technically speaking, rewards are positive things,
events, or experiences that generate pleasant or positive emotional experiences.2 The survival
of our species depends partially upon maximizing rewards, so it is no surprise that our brain is
hardwired to seek rewards and get them as frequently as possible.This hardwiring is helped
along by neurotransmitters, which are the chemicals in our brains that transport signals between
our nerve cells. Your brain uses neurotransmitters to do all kinds of important things, like telling
your heart to beat, helping you to concentrate on a task, and even getting you to fall in love! The
neurotransmitter dopamine has been dubbed “the happy chemical” by many adoring fans and is
vitally important to our reward system. When dopamine is released in your brain in response to
rewards, it promotes feelings of happiness, pleasure, and well-being.Rewards can be classified
into two major types: primary and secondary rewards. Primary rewards include those that are
necessary for survival, such as food or sexual contact. Secondary rewards motivate behavior
toward goals we have been socially conditioned to value (think money or a high-powered job).
The feel-good effects of these secondary rewards can be observed or felt directly, through
seeing the positive social and emotional outcomes that happen to others who receive a similar
reward, or noting how great we feel when we obtain a secondary reward. Once we internalize the
secondary reward’s value, it is just as biologically rewarding—and therefore as equally motivating
—as a primary reward. Both types of rewards are important to our physical and mental well-
being and our brains enjoy both equally.Interestingly enough, dopamine isn’t only released when
we are doing an activity that is associated with rewards. Our brains will release a surge of
dopamine in the presence of a potential reward. Just seeing an attractive prospective mate at a
party or catching a whiff of delicious cookies as you walk past your favorite bakery can be
enough to propel you to take actions that end in a dopamine payoff, like asking that person out
or buying and eating those cookies. An uptick in dopamine tells our brains to pay attention and
encourages us to act. Dopamine also helps to strengthen our memory, so that the next time we
are in a similar situation and presented with a potential reward, we are more likely to do what it
takes to get the prize again. Dopamine is abundantly flowing before, during, and after the
presence of a prize, to encourage us to attain rewards repeatedly.So, because of our biology we
are essentially programed to strive for goals because achieving them makes us feel good. That
dopamine rush is an incentive to repeat those behaviors. The trick is, especially when it comes
to self-sabotage, that our biochemistry doesn’t necessarily discriminate between the kind of feel-
good sensations we experience when we are going toward our goals and the “good” feelings we
get when we avoid something that seems threatening.Avoiding ThreatLearning to avoid threat is



an essential survival skill for both humans and animals, and this ability becomes more attuned
over time as we grow up, and have learned to predict dangers and develop ways to respond to
various kinds of threats. When it comes to avoiding danger, whether it’s a shark, a negative job
evaluation, or rejection from a potential date, fear can be our friend. Fear is the emotion that is
most responsible for getting us ready for battle, bailing us out of a potentially harmful situation,
or hunkering down in self-protection. Without fear as a motivator, we might not take the actions
that will allow us to survive.Scientists have discovered there are physical structures in our brains
that are responsible for activating survival skills, proving that these abilities are hardwired. A
brain structure called the thalamus detects that a threat is present and another structure, the
amygdala, activates the fear response.3 This in turn triggers the sympathetic nervous system
and quickly prepares the body and mind for defensive action.Humans have evolved three
strategies to manage threat, the first two of which—fight and flight—are likely familiar to you. We
choose to fight in situations when we believe we have the skills to defeat the threatening thing,
situation, or person. Flight is our default response when we don’t think we can overcome the
threat, so we try to get as far away as possible. But there is a lesser-known, third response to fear
—freeze. This response comes into play when you are simply too overwhelmed by the challenge
to choose any action. Some animals play dead—we’ve all heard the expression “playing
possum”—because if they are not putting up a fight, the predator attacking them just might lose
interest.But where animals worry only about physical survival, humans also have to preserve
their psychological well-being. In fact, an event that is psychologically threatening can trigger
similar fight-or-flight responses as events that are physically threatening. For humans, freezing
allows you to temporarily numb yourself from psychological discomfort and distance yourself
emotionally from the situation so that the outcome won’t hurt as badly. The freeze response
explains why sometimes we do absolutely nothing to change an unsatisfactory situation,
whether it is leaving a job that sucks out our soul or ending a relationship that has far exceeded
its expiration date.We don’t need to be faced with a real threat to our survival in order for fear to
kick in. We can experience fear by remembering something scary from our past, or by perceiving
something as threatening even when it isn’t (like being afraid of bunnies or cotton balls—yes,
this happened in a series of landmark studies conducted by Dr. John Watson4). Our brains are
especially attentive to fear-based memories, in part to help us learn more quickly and effectively
to survive. Studies have shown that our memories for events involving frightful emotional
reactions are much more prominent and vivid than other more mundane memories. Think about
it: Which might you remember more vividly, your usual drive to work each morning or that one
time twelve years ago when you almost hit a pedestrian crossing the road with his toddler in a
stroller? During events that involve fear responses, cortisol (often dubbed “the stress hormone”)
is especially active.5 Cortisol tells your brain to pay attention and prepare for action so you can
get out of the situation alive and, in so doing, supports building memories for that event so that if
it happens to you again you can respond in self-defense in record time.It may come as no
surprise to you that fear-based memories, along with any helpful coping strategies that were



used during the anxiety-provoking event, are much more quickly recalled compared to other
types of memories. This speedier recall ensures that our brains can quickly respond to potential
dangers, but this same helpful response can also lead us to remember the bad more than the
good and selectively recall past mistakes. As a result, we beat ourselves up with negative mental
chatter, wonder if and how we could have done better, and choose to avoid hypothetical threats
because we aren’t sure how well we will handle them. Each new experience updates our
predictions for potentially dangerous scenarios, and over time, this potential-threat memory
bank grows larger and larger. Pretty soon, the fear of potential threat may keep us stagnant and
confine us to the familiar, and we become reluctant to reach for fresh opportunities that could
improve our lives.Attaining rewards and avoiding threats are like two sides of a coin. They aren’t
independent systems, and there is a constant interplay in the brain to try to bring the two drives
to an equilibrium. When we balance attaining rewards and avoiding threat, all is well, we feel
good about ourselves, and we ensure our physical and psychological well-being. However, when
these two desires are out of whack, we are primed to self-sabotage. Specifically, the pursuit of
avoiding threat at the expense of attaining rewards takes us away from our desired goals. Self-
sabotage occurs when your drive to reduce threat is higher than your drive to attain rewards, and
it’s all tied into the approach-avoidance conflict.Approach and AvoidanceThe two processes of
attaining rewards and avoiding threat are inextricably linked to the approach-avoidance conflict,
a theory first proposed in 1935 by psychologist Kurt Lewin.6 Dr. Lewin argues that internal
conflict occurs when there is a goal that has both positive and negative consequences which
make pursuing that goal simultaneously appealing and unappealing. For example, there are
positives and negatives to goals like relocating to a new country for an exciting job, running a
marathon, or leaving an unsatisfying relationship. If you are striving for something that has
attractive and unattractive aspects, you may find yourself experiencing a pattern of early, strong
pursuit (approach) followed by waning motivation and effort (avoidance), or find your efforts
ebbing and flowing between chase and retreat.Unlike the decisions we made as young children,
the decisions we make as adults tend to be complex. And as it turns out, most of our important
and potentially life-altering goals have both positive and negative aspects. These complex goals
and the crucial decisions that lead us to commit to them are the lifeblood of pros-and-cons lists!
But, in making that list, you are bringing to the forefront both the positive and negative
consequences of a specific decision and potentially activating the approach-avoidance
conflict.Most of us have had some experience with approach-avoidance, and the early approach
phase is especially intoxicating. When we first create a big goal for ourselves, boy, is it exciting! I
am sure you or a loved one has made that common New Year’s resolution to get fit starting
January first. You sign up for an annual gym membership, decide enthusiastically that you will go
to the gym no fewer than five times a week so that you can lose the extra twenty pounds of
holiday weight, and bask in the strong resolve and even giddiness you feel as you imagine your
new healthy life.Usually, when we first set a goal, we are full of energy, tackle to-do lists with
gusto, tell everyone we know about our latest venture, and experience a burst of motivation



regarding anything that will help propel us toward our goal. But as we get closer and closer to
closing the deal, the unappealing aspects of attaining that goal begin to seep into our conscious
awareness, zapping our initial enthusiasm. You may find that you’ll have to make even more
sacrifices with your time and energy than you already have. Or you may find that achieving that
goal comes with new responsibilities that add to your stress. The fun and excitement of that early
approach dissipated, and harsher realities set in. Suddenly, you find yourself making excuses to
not work toward your goal, or you may make an entirely new goal and ditch your first one.Let’s go
back to that New Year’s weight-loss resolution as an example. As you close in on those last five
pounds, you may stop going to the gym because working out multiple times a week just isn’t
sustainable, and the initial steady and significant weight loss has now slowed to a crawl. To lose
those last few pounds, you’ll have to make some additional compromises like cut out dessert
most days of the week, and that’s not very fun to imagine, especially after you realized that to
keep the weight off you will have to significantly overhaul your eating habits or turn up the
intensity on your workouts. You begin to think whether or not all the added effort is truly worth it,
and tell yourself you have better things to do, after all, you are just way too busy to spend an
hour a day at the gym. So you decide to settle with that last bit of extra weight and try to be
happy about it. The problem is, you aren’t. Try as you might, whenever you peek into your wallet
and see that unused gym membership card or try on a dress that doesn’t quite fit, you are
reminded that you called it quits before you achieved the goal you committed to. You avoid
shopping at your favorite store and file your unused gym membership card to the back of your
wallet so you don’t have to deal with the uncomfortable thoughts that come up.You can think of
the Approach aspect of pursuing a goal as the part of your brain that wants to attain rewards,
and the Avoidance aspect as the part of your brain that wants to dodge threats at all costs.
Sometimes, we charge through the uncomfortable aspects of pursuing a goal and reach our
objectives. But other times, when our drive to avoid threat is stronger than our desire to attain a
reward, self-sabotage occurs. And this might be due to hundreds and thousands of years of
evolutionary programming. During earlier times in human history, anticipating and avoiding
physical threat was paramount for surviving another day, so the human mind prioritized this
objective above all else.7 Nowadays, we tend to get stuck trying to avoid psychological threats
like rejection, discomfort, stress, sadness, or anxiety, although these things won’t actually kill us.
For example, we may dread giving a speech in front of a big audience and risk being judged or
ridiculed, but despite the pounding heart and sweaty palms, public speaking doesn’t pose the
same risk to your life as being ambushed by a tiger. Although these modern-day threats are
usually not life-threatening, our minds occasionally default to prioritizing avoiding anything that
could be potentially harmful to us, hearkening back to those prehistoric days.L.I.F.E. HappensSo
why do we sometimes overestimate threat and allow it to stop us from continuing on our path
toward our goal? The answer is L.I.F.E. happens. In my research and through my experience in
working with clients, I’ve found time and again that there are four elements that fuel the conflict
between going for what you want and being held back by perceived threats that actually won’t



harm you:Low or Shaky Self-ConceptInternalized BeliefsFear of Change or the
UnknownExcessive Need for ControlThese four influences represent aspects of your personality
and how you relate to the world. You can think of them like an operating system that runs in the
background and drives your beliefs and behavior. We typically acquire these L.I.F.E. elements
when we are younger, and because they are with us over time, they tend to be outside of our
awareness. It is very helpful to focus on them so you can more easily see how they inform your
decisions, your ideas about yourself, how you behave, how you feel in certain circumstances,
and particularly how they can be a driver of self-sabotage. Learning to identify them will help you
assess when L.I.F.E. is causing you to overestimate threat, and put you on a path to self-
sabotage.As you read the descriptions below, try to home in on which of these are contributing
to self-sabotage for you. Some of these L.I.F.E. aspects may resonate with you more than others.
Or a particular element of L.I.F.E. may have a big influence in one area of your life but not in
another. For example, Fear of Change or the Unknown may kick in whenever you contemplate
leaving your job, but you may willingly embrace change or the unknown when you embark on
adventure vacation travel.LOW OR SHAKY SELF-CONCEPTSelf-concept is your image of who
you are and how you define yourself. Social psychologist Roy Baumeister describes it as “the
individual’s belief about himself or herself, including the person’s attributes and who and what
the self is.”8 This idea includes the sense that you are separate and different from others around
you and also that you have certain characteristics that are uniquely yours. Some of these
characteristics relate to how much value you place on yourself (i.e., your self-esteem or self-
worth), the view you have of yourself (self-image), and what you wish you were like (ideal self).9
We don’t only have one sense of self, we have many facets of our identity to which we attribute
different levels of confidence. Your self-concept is made up of many different components that
are usually associated with social roles, and each of these roles plays a part in your overall self-
concept based on the importance you place on each of them and how well you feel you are
fulfilling each role. For example, your self-concept may comprise several roles including
entrepreneur, parent, friend, partner, athlete, mentor, and home cook. You may prioritize these
roles based on how much they contribute to who you are and what you stand for, and each of
these functions are associated with different levels of self-esteem (for example, you might feel
very confident in your parenting skills, but feel less confident in your ability to be an elite athlete).
Depending on how satisfied you are with how things are going in each of these domains of life,
you may feel closer to or further from your ideal self, and this affects how you see yourself
overall. Your ideal self is what you believe is the best version of you; stems from what you have
learned from life experiences, cultural influences, and what you admire in others; and is usually
something you are working toward by building on various aspects of your self-concept. The
closer you get to your ideal self, the better you tend to feel about your life.When we have a solid
self-concept, we tend to have a positive view of ourselves. We believe that, on most days, we are
closer to our ideal self (or at least that the ideal self is probably attainable). We tend to have
confidence in our ability to achieve goals, be more optimistic about potential outcomes in work,



life, and relationships, and worry less than the average person about what others might think of
us because we feel solid about who we are. On the other hand, when we have Low or Shaky
Self-Concept, we tend to believe that our ideal self is nothing more than a pipe dream. We lack
confidence in our own ability to achieve goals, doubt that good things will ever happen to us, and
look to external circumstances and events (like whether our boss immediately compliments us
on our work) for how we should feel about ourselves on any given day. Low or Shaky Self-
Concept makes us somewhat insecure about who we are, our place in the world, and our ability
to bring about positive change. We may even believe that we aren’t deserving of good
things.Self-sabotage can rear its ugly head when we have low self-concept overall or specifically
in a particular role that is aligned with your goal. If you have great self-concept in most areas but
don’t see yourself as an athlete, you may have greater difficulty exercising five times a week or
running a marathon, even if you use your organizational and planning skills that make you
successful in other aspects of life. Or, if you have a shaky self-concept overall and not just in one
area of life, you might find self-sabotage seeping into multiple places, from your work to your
relationships and even your ability to make healthy choices. If self-sabotage impacts different
areas in your life simultaneously, it can make it all the more frustrating and harder to manage.
And the more you self-sabotage, the more you reinforce a lower or shaky self-concept, and it
may feel increasingly like you can’t dig yourself out of the problems you created. Low or Shaky
Self-Concept can contribute to self-sabotage and reinforce a vicious cycle.INTERNALIZED
BELIEFSLearning Theory, which explains how humans gain knowledge, has shown that
behaviors are heavily dependent on vicarious conditioning. This means learning through
observing the consequences of others’ behavior.10 When we come into the world as babies,
we’re blank slates! We don’t know what the world is about, and each time an event occurs, it
presents an opportunity to internalize information we can apply to a similar situation later. It is
through this gradual learning process that we mature cognitively and socially, and understand
how to behave each and every day.When we are young, the adults who take care of us make
especially powerful impressions on us. We tend to adopt their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors
more readily than those of people who don’t oversee our care. So, if you witnessed your mother
being a bit of a nervous Nelly or she constantly warned you about the dangers of the world (“Be
careful crossing the street!” or “Don’t play basketball, you could really injure yourself!”), it is more
likely that you will adopt the belief that the world is inherently dangerous and that you should be
vigilant for threat all around you. That’s not to say that this belief doesn’t serve a purpose—being
careful ultimately ensures your survival! However, if you embrace this belief to excess, your
attention to potentially threatening situations or your drive to avoiding threat will likely be
stronger than your attention or motivation for achieving rewards, all thanks to your earlier
learning experiences.Let’s consider an example. As a child you may have wanted to make
friends by joining in with others on the playground, but were held back because your mom was
overly cautious and didn’t want you to hurt yourself on the equipment or get hit by the ball. You
also saw your mom acting nervously in a number of situations that weren’t particularly scary to



you at the time and worry over the potential consequences of many decisions. As you grew up,
you gradually started to see the world as your mom does, as a place where you must always
look carefully before you leap—if you leap at all. As an adult, your friends excitedly plan a ski trip,
but all you can think about is what might go wrong on the slopes. What if you break your legs,
make a fool of yourself, or get hypothermia? Ultimately, you decide to pass on the opportunity,
telling your friends you are too busy with work to get away, or you go but sit in the lodge while
you watch your friends racing down the mountain, wishing you were brave enough to take
part.There are all sorts of beliefs we might internalize, not only through vicarious learning but
also by being told by others what to fear. Sometimes we call this learning through negative
verbal information. For example, a belief that you might not have what it takes to accomplish a
goal might develop if you had a very judgmental parent, teacher, or other influential adult during
your childhood. Although their intentions may have been good (“This is not good enough, and I
just want you to be your best!”), hearing negative messages about your performance or being
judged for your efforts constantly, especially when you feel you did try your best, makes you start
to question whether anything you do will be good enough. In time, that critical adult’s voice
morphs into your own voice, and even without them at your side disapproving your every action,
you begin to disparage your own.This negative internal voice contributes to self-sabotage,
because when you doubt what you are capable of, you are likely to either never start pursuing
your goal or quit halfway. Negative self-talk that arises from internalized beliefs is a major driver
of self-sabotage. If you don’t believe you will be rewarded for your efforts (because you have
come to believe you don’t have what it takes) you may never make an effort at all. For example,
you may want a new job and see a posting that is appealing but because you aren’t confident in
your interviewing abilities you let the opportunity pass without even filing an application. Your
lack of self-esteem makes the idea of the interview (and your possible failure during the process)
too uncomfortable to deal with, so you don’t even attempt trying for the job. Or your shaky self-
concept may derail you in the middle of the process. Perhaps you get through the interview but
when asked for follow-up information you delay sending what’s needed because you worry what
you’ve put together isn’t good enough. The negative mental chatter convinces you that it’s better
to back up than go forward. Even the potential reward isn’t enough to get you through—in that
moment it seems like a better idea to avoid the perceived threat about the situation.FEAR OF
CHANGE OR THE UNKNOWNHumans are creatures of habit. Routines and familiarity comfort
our minds, which love repetition as a way to instill calm and manage stress.11 Our mind can be
described as a cognitive miser, a term first coined by psychologists Susan Fiske and Shelley
Taylor, PhDs,12 to explain the mind’s preference to think and solve problems as simply and with
as little effort as possible. Not unlike the physical body, the brain tires and fatigues. Load up the
brain with too much information, and it will become scattered and impulsive or simply too
overwhelmed to do anything productive. For this reason, the mind is always looking for shortcuts
—like routines—so that if a big conflict or problem comes along, you’ll have the bandwidth to
tackle it.When something new is introduced, the mind can interpret it as a type of stressor.



Instead of being able to function on autopilot like we do when brushing our teeth or commuting
to work, new situations and projects jolt us into deliberate and conscious problem solving. Big,
sudden changes or too many changes all at once are especially confusing to our brains, and
when feeling pushed beyond the comfort of usual levels of familiarity, you may respond to a new
challenge by choosing to remain in the same place and continuing to do the thing you always
did. Even if the familiar option (staying in an unsatisfying job) is clearly undesirable when
compared to the unfamiliar challenge (going back out on the job market in search of a better
career), you may not act, because the familiar feels safer than the alternative. I mean, better the
devil you know, right?When the brain is overly taxed and flooded with new (read: threatening)
information, it can work in nonsensical ways. In a mistaken attempt to protect you, your mind
holds you back from a potentially positive change, rationalizing that at least you’ve learned over
time how to deal with the current problems. You’re alive, so why rock the boat? The
psychological threat that is often paired with Fear of Change or the Unknown can lead to self-
sabotage if we aren’t careful. It takes some effort to realize this might be the culprit in your self-
sabotage, because it usually involves doing nothing different, rather than something active to
mess up your progress toward a goal. So in some ways, this may be one of the tougher elements
to catch at first, but once you see it for what it is, you’ll be able to challenge yourself to move past
it and improve your life.EXCESSIVE NEED FOR CONTROLBelief in your ability to exert control
over your environment and to produce desired results is essential to your well-being.
Researchers have long believed that the perception of control is a psychological and biological
necessity.13 This need is not, for the most part, something we acquire through learning, but is
innate and biologically motivated. From an evolutionary standpoint, if we are in control of our
environment, then we have a much better chance of survival. If we can predict what is going to
happen, then we can be assured that all will be well or if there is impending danger, we can plan
ahead and develop strategies to avoid that danger.Look, we can’t control every aspect of our
lives and we’d make ourselves crazy trying to do so. However, it is human nature to want to feel
in control of what is going on around us. So the key is believing that we are masters of our
environments, because this gives us a sense of relief (and belief) that we have some power over
the good things that happen to us as well as the ability to prevent potentially bad things that can
befall us.Like many things in life, moderation is great, but when taken overboard, a good thing
gets turned on its head. If you let it get the best of you, this adaptive mechanism of wanting
control can get in the way of reaching your goals. If you feel that you must always be able to see
the finish line and every single step along the way as clear as day before you even take your first
step, that need will likely stop you from ever starting. It may also lead you to quit in the middle of
the journey because your need for control of the situation is so strong and causes so much
tension that any unknowns along the way are simply too much for your conscious mind to deal
with. The only way to relieve stress is to stop what you are doing and revert back to something
you perceive having total control over. So instead of going on that blind date your good friend set
up for you (talk about a lack of control!), you decide to stay home and engage in a task that you



can do at any time (read: not on the specific night of your blind date) like catalogue the books on
your bookshelf. This need for control can contribute to self-sabotage because it can prevent you
from taking advantage of new opportunities where you may not have a ton of control but could
lead to wonderful outcomes.If you’re having trouble self-identifying as a person who has
Excessive Need for Control, ask yourself these simple questions. Does your need for control get
in the way of your relationships? Do you snap too quickly at something that seems minor
because you felt like you were losing control? Do you find yourself in unnecessary conflicts at
work because of your need for control? Does your love of control make it harder for you to enjoy
activities and events when you don’t know what’s going to happen? If you answered yes to any
of the above questions, you may want to pay special attention to this element of L.I.F.E.Now that
you’ve taken a look at these four elements of L.I.F.E, you may already have an intuitive sense of
which L.I.F.E. influence is behind your tendency to self-sabotage, but it’s worth exploring all
aspects a bit more carefully to see which resonate most for you. Note that we all experience
these factors to varying degrees. Some may trouble us more than others, but it’s worth
identifying the extent to which each is present in your life. Remember, awareness is a huge step
toward making positive changes in your life—and that’s what we have been working on this
entire step: building your awareness so that you can spot your trouble zones and then we can
directly address them later in the book to stop self-sabotage in its tracks!Let’s see how L.I.F.E.
may be behind your self-sabotaging behaviors by taking the quiz below.Exercise: Which Part of
L.I.F.E. Dominates Your Self-Sabotage Behaviors?Which of the following are sometimes or
mostly true for you? Be honest—no one else has to read your answers! Put a check mark in the
True column for all those statements that apply to you.StatementTrue?AThe way you feel about
yourself on a given day depends largely on situational factors (e.g., what others say to you, how
others respond to you, or what your weight is on the scale).AYour self-worth is primarily dictated
by your accomplishments or the services that you are providing to others.AQuick! List 5 things
you love about yourself. Mark True if this a tough exercise for you, and/or if you have trouble
doing this in less than thirty seconds.AThere are times in your adult life when you questioned
your identity, who you are, or what you stand for.AWhen you hear the awesome things that other
people achieve, you secretly wonder if you have what it takes to do the same.BWhen you were a
child, you were told or shown that the world is a scary place and that it is dangerous to take
risks.BWhen you were a child, an important adult in your life (e.g., a parent, a teacher) seemed
to be overly nervous or anxious about different things (e.g., job, home life, natural
disasters).BWhen you were a child, more often than not an important adult in your life seemed to
have struggles meeting their own goals and/or appeared discouraged about their own
progress.BWhen you were a child, an important adult in your life was overcritical of you and/or
held you to extremely high standards.BLooking back on your life, you can honestly say that you
did not have at least one role model for the major accomplishments of your life. You had to find
your own way.CYou highly prefer structure and familiarity, and become irate at people or
situations that throw you off your usual routine.CWhen recounting periods of significant change



in your life (e.g., moving, getting married, starting a new job, attending a new school), you
remember more of the nervousness and discomfort rather than the excitement.CYou feel very
nervous when you don’t know what to expect in a situation.COnce you decide on an important
goal for yourself, one of the primary concerns you have is, “What if I fail?”CYou have had at least
one experience in taking a chance on something new that blew up in your face and led you to
feel much more nervous about trying new things later.DSomeone in your life has called you a
“control freak” at some point.DYou often try to have the last word or to win an argument.DYou find
that you are often a harsh critic of not only yourself, but also others.DYou have a tendency to
correct others when they are wrong, even if it is about somewhat inconsequential things.DBe
honest! You have a very tough time admitting you are wrong.Count up the number of check
marks that are associated with each letter (A, B, C, D). The one for which you have the most
check marks is your primary L.I.F.E. obstacle. If you have a tie, this would suggest that you have
more than one dominant L.I.F.E. obstacle and each one might be contributing somewhat equally
to self-sabotage. If you have one letter that has the least check marks, that’s great! This shows a
strength in your L.I.F.E. profile—one you can lean on as you work on skills to overcome the other
obstacles. If you have an area of identified strength, you can rest easy knowing that this element
isn’t causing self-sabotage—it is a factor that does not cause you to overestimate threat. After
tallying up your results, go back to the sections above that describe each of your dominant
L.I.F.E. obstacles for a quick review. I would also suggest that you transfer this information to
your journal for easy reference later as we work through different exercises that will ask you to
revisit these L.I.F.E. obstacles so we can discuss how to overcome them.Mostly As = Low/Shaky
Self-Concept_____Mostly Bs = Internalized Beliefs_____Mostly Cs = Fear of Change/
Unknown_____Mostly Ds = Excessive Need for Control_____Tying It All TogetherNow that
you’ve identified the elements of L.I.F.E. that are influencing how and when you engage in self-
sabotage, let’s tie it all together by looking at what each of these four elements have in common.
It turns out that the core of L.I.F.E. is rooted in our cravings for safety and comfort. In essence,
self-sabotage keeps us in our comfort zone. Self-defeating behavior can temporarily allow us to
avoid psychological threats like stress and fear by giving us a brief moment of relief. Self-
sabotage then likely repeats itself the next time we feel psychologically threatened, because
staying where you are and not moving forward worked previously to remove distress for a little
while. Sadly, nothing transformative can happen if we aren’t open to a little risk or discomfort now
and then.You might ask why we would repeat the cycle if we know it isn’t getting us to where we
want to go. Although repetition might lead to the same unsatisfactory outcomes over and over
again, repetition and patterns soothe the brain. Because the brain’s ultimate goal is to ensure
our survival, it recognizes that even if reengaging in past behaviors may bring forth the same
problems or results, we did in fact survive the previous (albeit negative) experience. Especially
during stressful times, this may seem better than risking the unknown for which the brain does
not yet have a template on how to cope and therefore cannot guarantee our biological or
psychological survival. The need for comfort prevents us from seeing the problem for what it is,



and from actively applying the strategies to move forward and change our lives for the better. It is
a misguided attempt at protecting ourselves from hurt, rejection, or failure and also gives us a
ready-made excuse for when things don’t go our way (because we didn’t really put forth our full
effort to begin with).We can see how Beth has remained in the same problematic situation with
her health. Shaking up the status quo would be hard, and it’s easier for her to ignore her health
or to half-heartedly diet or exercise. One day Beth phoned me as she was leaving her doctor’s
office, tearful and discouraged. She had meant to get on a better eating and exercise program
after her last visit but never got around to taking any actual steps toward these goals. Now her
doctor was even more concerned. He told her that she has crossed the threshold from
prediabetes to diabetes and that she needs to heed his advice. He gave her the name of a
nutritionist and a weight-loss counselor and recommended that she start exercising
regularly.Beth hated thinking about losing weight because she had tried so many times before
and failed. It was so much easier to just stay the way she was, especially because getting to a
lower weight seemed like a lost cause. She had been on the heavier side most of her life, her
mother was medically obese, and she had gotten used to the idea that she just has bad genes.
Plus, she had no time between her demanding job and family obligations to add in exercise
anyway. So she tried to put the problem out of her mind. She avoided mirrors and cut off the tags
in her clothes so she didn’t have to be reminded of her size every time she got dressed. But that
only took her further and further away from her goals. The more she avoided confronting the
problem, the bigger it became, and the more she continued to make bad choices for her health.I
knew that some aspect of L.I.F.E. was getting in Beth’s way. Something was keeping her in her
comfort zone but at the same time derailing her well-being. I told Beth to do the L.I.F.E. exercise
to help her see why she was having difficulty achieving her goal and to reveal what aspect of
L.I.F.E. could be leading her toward self-sabotage. Give it a try for yourself by bringing to mind a
goal that you haven’t yet achieved, so you can explore how L.I.F.E. is happening for you and
keeping you stuck in your own comfort zone.
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Naomi D Nakashima, “I am my own worst enemy. I've been struggling with imposter-syndrome
and self-sabotage for a long time. It's one of those phenomenon that you KNOW it's happening,
and you KNOW it's not good for you...you KNOW what you're supposed to do instead. Yet try as
you might, you can't seem to break free from the grips.That's why I'm so grateful for Dr. Judy
Ho's book. She gives a step by step breakdown of how to get out of those old, familiar habits you
know are bad for you (and your success) so you can finally stop sabotaging your own
dreams.It's work, with insights and assessments every step of the way. In this book, you'll learn
how to identify and deactivate self-sabotage triggers, then how to replace them with better
habits, and how to create a blueprint for real change.If you find yourself in a constant pattern of
doubt that keeps you from taking action in your career, your business, or your dreams, then you
need this book. Confidence is not enough to break the cycle on its own.”

Joanne, “I am recommending to my clients. I am so happy that Dr. Judy Ho has developed this
book to shine a light on how often we self-sabotage so many areas of our lives. Dr. Ho’s thought
provoking and thorough exercises shine awareness to what influenced our self- sabotaging
behavior and guides us on how we can empower ourselves to stop.I am a Psychotherapist who
has been in private practice for over 15 years and so many of the examples Dr. Ho has in this
book are so similar to the people I see daily. I really like the 4 elements of L.I.F.E and how it
helps identify many of the reasons on how we began self-sabotaging and continue doing it
without our knowledge.I personally love the explanations and exercises and wish there had been
such a practical book as “Stop Self-Sabotage” when I was in therapy years ago dealing with my
internalized negative beliefs, fears, and need to control that resulted in my self-sabotaging
numerous things in my life. As I began to read the book, it was real eye opener for me to see that
lately I have fallen into these old thoughts and behaviors, and I challenged myself to look at
myself. I have been doing the exercises in this book and taking my time as she suggests so I
can really set the foundation for change. Those childhood internalized beliefs can really sneak
up on one especially in challenging times.This is defiantly a book I am referring to my clients. So
many come to my office with so many triggers, distorted thinking, fears, low self-esteem, etc.,
and once they have an understanding of the root of their self-sabotaging behavior they begin to
do the work to change. This book reinforces that one can transform ourselves positively if we
get out of our way, be honest with ourselves, and do the hard work. Dr. Judy Ho has done the
scientifically proven work for us by giving us the six steps in this great book, nothing is easy, now
you have to follow the exercises that take thought and time… but I am telling you as a person
who is always wanting to better myself, and as a therapist that is passionate to experience the
happiness of my clients…this is a must read book. It’s a book one can refer back to for years to
keep us in check.”



Aaliyah, “The book that changed my life around. Have you ever wondered why every attempt you
make to reach your goals failed? Have you read tons of self-help books but they all seem to fall
short? have you ever wondered if you were cursed? Well stop all these type of thinking and read
this book because it is the answer to your prayer. I can’t believe that one book can change my
life around overnight even after reading all types of self-help book. I can’t believe that I was
actually the root cause to my own problems I was literally standing in my own way until this book
became the flashlight that shed light on my darkness and help me find answers. So how come
all the so called self-help books written failed so miserably and no one ever thought is self-
sabotage this woman is an angel in disguise and I will be forever grateful for her. Everything
changed overnight literally. I’m seeing progress everyday as I do the exercises. Do not try to rush
through the book or combine it with other teachings because this is a stand alone book that will
change your life for the better. Don’t believe me? Buy the book and put it to the test and see.”

Irene, “Really helpful for people who lack self-confidence. Dr. Judy Ho’s book is user-friendly and
very accessible to anyone who wants to learn how to have a healthier way of viewing
themselves, both mentally and physically. There are a lot of great tips for anyone who wants to
start making changes in their life, from someone who herself is very successful and
accomplished (especially as a woman of color in today's world).Highly recommend to people
who KNOW they self-sabotage and just haven’t been able to figure out how to stop. This book
really gave me the motivation to start working towards my current life goals again after being in a
slump for a while about the career aspects of my life.”

Dr Greg, “I Can't Put It Down!. I usually don't leave reviews until after I've read the whole book
but WOW... After reading the first few chapters, I already feel so motivated to share this book!
The thing that's really moved me so far is that, while I think of myself as a high achiever, I still find
myself falling short of some of the goals I set. Dr. Judy methodically breaks down this "self
sabotage" process and offers countless exercises to combat these habits. The systematic
approach is practical, effective, and does a tremendous job taking the modern human element
of behavior into consideration. I'm really looking forward to continuing my reading and absorbing
all that this book has to offer!”

Jack, “Know How is the golden Key. I really enjoyed her Blueprint for Change which throws
vision boards for a loop. Her techniques are proven and she has gotten results. If you or
someone you know trips themself up in one or two areas of life, be it diet, career, relationships,
health…this is the ultimate book to stop those problematic behaviors once and for all.”

Kitt O'Malley, “Hands-On How-To. Dr. Ho offers scientifically proven methods of overcoming
sabotaging behavior. Her methods include effective cognitive behavioral techniques. For anyone
wanting to develop healthier lifestyle and self image, her book is not simply as must-read, but is



also a hands-on how-to book filled with exercises you can use to improve yourself.”

DanDoherty, “Great book. Dr Judy Ho is truly an expert in this subject. Highly recommended for
all self sabotaging behaviour patterns that any one wants to eliminate.”

m. crawford, “Good book. Well worth the money”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 756 people have provided feedback.
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