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Foreword

Years back, when I was the training coordinator for the Albert Ellis Institute, I was having a difficult time with someone at work. I had the kind of relationship with Dr. Albert Ellis—whom we referred to as Al—where I could go into his office and complain to him about how unfairly I was being treated. Foolish me, did I really think Al would let me get away with blaming someone else for my upset? Time and time again, he would simply respond, “You’re allowing her to push your buttons!” Hearing this bothered me at first. But Al was right—my buttons were being pushed, and I was responsible for that.

We all have buttons, and we all have button-pushers. Button-pushers can be found everywhere: at work, school, family gatherings, at Starbucks, on the train, and so on. We can’t escape them, but we don’t have to succumb to them. In an easy-to-read manner, Drs. Ellis and Lange describe our buttons in detail and provide specific strategies to avoid having them pushed. Neither Ellis nor Lange was immune, naturally. The hilarious real-life examples provided in this book show us that both Ellis and Lange were mere mortals as well, prone to upsetting themselves every now and then.

How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons is not the sort of self-help book that is meant to be read passively. Each chapter concludes with a set of practice examples that demonstrate the concepts discussed as well as exercises that can be tailored to the reader’s individual circumstances. By the end of this book, you will be more in tune with your vulnerable buttons and, more important, will be armed with a handful of proven strategies to fight back when they are being pushed. I reread this book and actually did the exercises in each chapter. I couldn’t believe how irrational I am at times! Kristene, a certified Rational Emotive Behavior Therapist, trained by Dr. Albert Ellis himself, was still allowing her buttons to be pushed at work, at home, on the highway?! The horror! Enter Al’s voice: “Kristene, you are human, which means you are fallible! Stop whining, and start using the tools from this book. . .

Al spent his life dedicated to teaching people how to minimize their emotional upsets. His mission was twofold: to train as many mental health professionals in Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy as he could and to “cure” as many people as possible. How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons is one of Al’s many contributions fulfilling his mission. Even if you never met Al, I assure you that after reading this book you will have a window into his passion for helping others.

One of Al’s many gifts was an ability to use his sense of humor to show people how their own thinking is largely responsible for their emotional and behavioral upsets. This idea is stressed and repeated throughout the book to reinforce the fact that we cannot control button-pushers but we can control our reactions to them. Al was known for never letting his patients (and staff!) off the hook for their upsets. In this book, with a combination of empathy and persistence, Al shows readers the error of their ways and offers them a variety of new ways to minimize their upset. You know the old saying “the best defense is a good offense.” Without a doubt, after finishing this book you will have acquired that good offense and be more prepared to respond to those button-pushers!

I am confident Al would be flashing his famous grin, knowing How to Keep People From Pushing Your Buttons has been relaunched in a new print edition and as an e-book. For the first time, this new edition includes an updated self-help form as an appendix. Al had his patients complete these forms between sessions to help them identify the nutty beliefs they held that let others push their buttons. Feel free to make copies for yourself and complete them when your buttons are being pushed!

Kristene A. Doyle, Ph.D., Sc.D.


A NOTE ON STYLE

In the interest of keeping this book as conversational and accessible as possible, we have included many illustrative first-person anecdotes. Since there are two of us, we have identified ourselves in each instance with the pertinent initials before launching into each personal account. This is why you might see, for example, “I (A.E.) went to the market...” or “I (A.L.) have experienced the following button-pushing incidents...” While we have done our best to present our material in a collaborative manner, we felt that our stories should at least retain such indications of our personal points of view.

Dr. Albert Ellis
Dr. Arthur Lange


Introduction

Today’s world can be pretty nutty. And not just at the global level (world events, the economy, social issues), but also in our day-to-day lives. In business, those who still have jobs after all the recent “downsizings” are working more hours. Competition, rapid response to opportunities, change, strategic redirection, risk-taking, doing more with less, and economic constraints are the names of the game.

In our personal lives, both parents in most families work, lots of families break up and recombine as new families, there are zillions of “things” to get done with so little time. (Remember the bubble-bath commercial “Calgon, take me away!”? Fat chance.) The challenges and demands of marriage and parenting can be staggering—and, often, single people have at least as many pressures balancing work, friends, intimate relationships, social activities, and tasks.

I’ts no wonder that in these times people and things alike can really push our buttons. It can be a person who pushes our buttons: a “know it all” colleague, an overly critical boss, a defensive supervisee, an insensitive spouse, a difficult child, a whiney friend, an indifferent service person, a negative relative. How many times have you heard people say, “I love my job, but my boss drives me nuts!”? Or, “You kids are making me crazy!”? Or, “I just hate it when he always...!”?

Sometimes “they” push our buttons on purpose, and at other times, though it’s not even intentional, we still get upset, defensive, hurt, or furious. Sometimes it’s a “thing,” an event, a task, a decision, a deadline, a change, a crisis, a problem, or an uncertainty. Take for example changing careers, getting divorced or married, buying a house, going on a job interview, speaking in front of a group, traffic, boring meetings, mechanical breakdowns (car, washer, computer), or the babysitter doesn’t show up when you have show tickets.

Many of the most popular shows on TV (Roseanne, Coach, Seinfeld, Frazier, Fresh Prince, Married With Children) are examples of people pushing each other’s buttons constantly. And we can all relate to them. But it doesn’t have to be like that! We’re not suggesting that real life is like Ozzie and Harriet or Leave It to Beaver! Most of us, however, can do a lot better at not letting people and things get to us.

This book gives you specific, realistic ways to keep people and things from pushing your buttons. There’s no theoretical mumbo-jumbo and no touchy-feely psychology here—nor is this a shallow “positive-thinking quickie.” Rather, it is a very specific set of skills for directing how you preferably should react when people and things push your buttons. And it works! We have given over 10,000 presentations on these skills, all over the world. They are equally applicable in our work and in all our personal lives. The situations and circumstances may be quite different, but the skills apply everywhere.

The goal of this book is to show you how you can live an active, alive, vigorous—even demanding—life and not be a casualty of your own efforts. We will give you a powerful set of skills so that your bosses, colleagues, supervisees, spouses, kids, parents, neighbors, friends, lovers, and other people you deal with day-to-day no longer push your buttons. Rarely do all these people get to us all the time, but most of us have let someone push our buttons sometime.

Life is short and precious. We want to help you to succeed at what you are doing and enjoy the trip. We will show you how to take control of your overreactions to the people and things that push your buttons.
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