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Commitment to Change –  
Habits that Block Change 

 
Welcome to the growing family of coursework participants at CEU Matrix - The 
Institute for Addiction and Criminal Justice Studies.    
 
This distance learning coursework was developed for CEUMatrix by Stanton E. 
Samenow, Ph.D.   
 
This course is reviewed and updated on an annual basis to insure that the 
information is current, informative, and state-of-the-art.  This package contains 
the complete set of course materials, along with the post test and evaluation that 
are required to obtain the certificate of completion for the course.  You may 
submit your answers online to receive the fastest response and access to your 
online certificate of completion. To take advantage of this option, simply access 
the Student Center at http://www.ceumatrix.com/studentcenter; login as a 
Returning Customer by entering your email address, password,  and click on 
'Take Exam'.   For your convenience, we have also enclosed an answer sheet 
that will allow you to submit your answers by mail or by fax. 
 

Copyright Notice  
 
The documents and information on this Web site are copyrighted materials of 
CEUMatrix, LLC, and its information providers.  Reproduction or storage of 
materials retrieved from this service is subject to the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, 
Title 17 U.S.C.   
 
© Copyright 2010 CEUMatrix, LLC.   
 
All rights reserved.  Do not duplicate or redistribute in any form.  Printed in the 
United States of America.  No portion of this publication may be reproduced in 
any manner without the written permission of the publisher. 
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About the Instructor: 
Dr. Stanton E. Samenow worked side by side with Dr. Samuel Yochelson as they 
pioneered the research which uncovered the key role played by thinking patterns 
in criminal behavior.   Out of their work came the concept of criminal “errors in 
thinking”.  Dr. Samenow is the author of several books, including Inside the 
Criminal Mind and Before It’s Too Late, a study of children and the development 
of criminal behavior.  During his eight years as research psychologist at Saint 
Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, D.C., he co-authored the three-volume 
ground-breaking study The Criminal Personality.  He has been a member of the 
President’s Task Force on Crime and has held the position of Clinical Instructor 
in Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at George Washington University Medical 
School.  Dr. Samenow is widely recognized as an authority on the evaluation and 
treatment of offenders.  He travel widely as a speaker, consultant and leader of 
workshops. 
 
 

Using the Homepage for CEU Matrix - The Institute 
for Addiction and Criminal Justice Studies  
The CEU Matrix – The Institute for Addiction and Criminal Justice Studies 
homepage (www.ceumatrix.com) contains many pieces of information and 
valuable links to a variety of programs, news and research findings, and 
information about credentialing – both local and national.  We update our site on 
a regular basis to keep you apprised of any changes or developments in the field 
of addiction counseling and credentialing.  Be sure to visit our site regularly, and 
we do recommend that you bookmark the site for fast and easy return. 
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Human nature is complex.   
 
There are no simple solutions.  No single approach  
can meet all the needs of all the people we serve.   
 
The material presented here has proven valuable  
as an independent program -- as well as a component 
-- a complement -- for programs of many kinds. 
 
Change is never easy.  It requires motivation, effort, 
support and time.  But it is important for us -- and our 
clients -- to remember that change is possible. 
         
           -- Stanton E. Samenow, Ph.D. 

 

 
This course has been developed utilizing concepts from Dr. Samenow’s writings 
and dialogues from group sessions conducted by Dr. Samenow.  The dialogues 
used are from the first three segments of a video series featuring Dr. Samenow’s 
work known as “Commitment to Change.”  In group settings and in individual 
interviews, convicted felons -- men and women -- interacted with each other and 
Dr. Samenow.   This information has been edited where necessary to better fit 
within the context of written materials as opposed to the verbal format in which it 
initially occurred.  All dialogue and information from these videos are identified 
when used in this course.  Additional information has been added to expand on 
or clarify various aspects of Dr. Samenow’s work. 

 
Introduction 

 
In this course we examine habits that block change. Dr. Samenow addresses 
specific tactics people use to block change and to protect current ways of 
thinking and behaving. Tactics is an apt choice of words, because just like tactics 
for winning a football game, or tactics utilized in warfare the tactics used to block 
change and protect behaviors are tried and true methods the offender has 
employed to achieve their goals. Much practice has gone into these tactics, like 
the kind of drills sports teams and military units practice over and over again to 
ensure success.  
 
Many of these tactics have been used so often that the people using them may 
not be consciously aware of what they are doing. They are simply responding in 
a manner that has proven successful in the past. This is one of the key elements 
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of cognitive therapy, identifying these tactics, pointing them out to the clients, 
labeling the tactics, even explaining what they are doing by using of the tactic 
and why it is effective. The danger with these tactics is that while often useful in 
the short term, they block change and do not lead to overall happiness and 
success. 
 
Dr. Samenow will explore in detail the tactics of victim thinking, attacking, and 
diversion. Everyone has seen these tactics in action, either in conversations with 
others or at the very least on the trashy talk shows or “Judge” shows that appear 
on daytime television!. It may not be a way to live happily and achieve your 
goals, but it does make for high drama. 
 
Victim thinking is an orientation toward life that goes something like this, “It 
doesn’t matter what I do, things just never work out right. Why should I even 
bother when (my wife/husband, my boss, the dope dealer, my probation 
officer…) has all the power.” Victim thinking is the belief that not only do I not 
have any power over my life, SOMEONE ELSE DOES. If my wife would just get 
her act together everything would be fine. If my boss would just get off my butt, 
everything would work out OK.  
 
This is victim thinking. The payoff for victim thinking is never having to take 
responsibility for anything, because after all, someone else has all the power. 
 
Attacking is flipping things around, making the other person the problem. If a 
person is confronted about a behavior that person goes on the offensive, 
charging into battle and blaming the person who has confronted them. This is 
another tactic to get the focus off of their behavior. 
 
Diversion is simply changing the subject, once again getting out from under the 
spotlight cast on them by any attempt to address their behavior. By shifting the 
focus to someone else, they dodge the bullet of accountability. 
 
You will see, through group work, dialogue and role plays,, how these methods of 
blocking change work.  
 
Myriad ways to block change exist and can be used with great efficiency by those 
who want to avoid changing their behavior. Other ways of blocking change are 
controlling others, and lying to one’s self, minimizing, casing people out, and 
generalization. 
 
Controlling others and lying to one’s self are rather obvious ways of getting the 
focus off of one’s behavior. Some are much more subtle. Minimizing is a defense 
mechanism whereby a person accepts that a problem exists, but avoids 
accountability by assuring everyone that it is not that much of a problem, 
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everyone is just overreacting. Yes, this is an issue, but not that much of an issue. 
Once again, a tactic designed to block change. 
 
Casing people out is an interesting skill that many offenders develop. This has to 
do with reading people and then feeding them what they want to hear. This is a 
subtle and sophisticated tactic. Offenders can even appear compliant when they 
are actually being resistant through their compliance. On the surface level they 
seem to be accepting what group members or the therapist is saying, but actually 
they are feeding everyone “therapeutic cookies” and, although talking the talk, 
have not changed at all. 
 
Generalization is a tactic that blocks change. An example is thoughts or 
statements such as everyone is doing it, why not me? Some people can 
generalize to the point of absurdity, thereby diluting the initial discussion of their 
own behavior. 
 
This course focuses on these types of tactics and habits that block change. You 
will see examples of them, and examples of how to work with them. 
 
Dr. Samenow works with group members on ways to overcome tactics. He 
explains the details of how errors in thinking can lead to actions that do not result 
in happiness or success. Thoughts trigger actions and actions have 
consequences.  
 
This is as close to a non-negotiable statement as you will find in cognitive 
therapy. Thoughts lead to actions. Many people have trouble truly understanding 
this initially. Often, because the emotions/feelings are so strong it seems that 
feelings lead to behavior. A closer examination will show that the thought comes 
first, but this may need to be made clear through examples and by working 
through scenarios before everyone really comes to view this in the same way. 
 
One of the best ways to assist clients to make the connection between thoughts 
and feelings and behavior is to work backward from the behavior to the feeling 
and then ultimately to the thought. What people are aware of experiencing, and 
remember well, is the emotion and then the behavior and the consequences of 
the behavior. Since the feeling is so strong, and the thought is likely to be an  
automatic thought they are not even aware of having, it takes time and effort to 
assist them in slowing down events enough to find the thought in the process. 
 
Again, by working backwards, you can help clear this up for your clients. If they 
remember feeling rage then explore thoughts that might lead to feeling rage and 
see if any fit for them.  
 
For example, I’m at the store and someone cuts in front of me in line. I get angry. 
Handled well perhaps I say something like, “Excuse me, but there is a line here,” 
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and the person realizes their mistake and moves. Handled poorly, I say 
something not so nice and we have a conflict. Is my anger an automatic 
response to someone cutting in line or is it a result of my thoughts. 
 
Many will honestly experience anger in this situation to the other person’s 
behavior, cutting in line. They cut in line and I get angry, a direct, causal 
connection. 
 
Upon further examination we will likely discover that my anger is not a direct 
reaction to someone cutting in line but a response to automatic thoughts that I 
have so quickly I am not even aware of them, or that I hold a core belief, a 
constellation of thoughts about a particular issue, like fairness, or manners, or 
how we should behave in public. Perhaps I personalize the event thinking 
something like, “He is disrespecting me, I can’t let him get away with that,” or 
something of that nature.  
 
It is possible he did not see me, or he was with the other guy ahead of me and 
had just returned with a last minute item. If so, he is not cutting in at all. Even if 
he is just being a jerk, my feeling response is tied to some thought (he can’t treat 
me like that, etc.) that results in my getting angry. These types of situations are 
best illuminated by slowing down the events and working backward from the 
feeling toward the thought, however fleeting or deeply buried, that was my initial 
response to the event.  Steadily pursuing this course will lead to identifying 
thoughts or core beliefs that underlie behavior. 
 
Pay close attention to how Dr. Samenow works with the clients around these 
issues as he points out the tactics they use, the habits that block change and 
ways to begin to change this process for more positive outcomes 

 
 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
 
In the 1960’s and 1970’s two doctors, one a psychiatrist and one a psychologist 
began working with individuals at a hospital for the criminally insane in Bethesda, 
Maryland.  Dr. Samuel Yochelson was a psychiatrist who had had a successful 
private practice for years in Buffalo, New York, and who had also appeared 
regularly on a local television show informing the public about psychiatry.  In his 
mid-50’s Dr. Yochelson decided to take on a new challenge and leave the 
comfort and security of his private practice in search of making a more lasting 
contribution to the field he had made his life’s work.   
 
Dr. Stanton Samenow is a psychologist who had accepted suggestions from Dr. 
Yochelson as a doctoral student concerning a dissertation on college dropouts.  
Dr. Samenow had found that using standard procedures, practices and theories 
were not leading to significant results with the adolescents he was working with 
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early in his career. Thus, he decided to abandon his work with adolescents for 
the opportunity to join with Dr. Yochelson and his project at Saint Elizabeth’s 
Hospital for the Criminally Insane.   
 
In the beginning, Dr.’s Yochelson and Samenow were intent on finding the 
psychological and emotional causes of criminality.  Both drug users and non-drug 
users were studied.  Over time what began to emerge was rather surprising.  
First, it seemed that regardless of the amount of insight attained about early 
conflicts or trauma in life, rather than leading to more appropriate behavior, such 
insights were often used as excuses for ongoing patterns of violations inside and 
outside of the hospital setting.  In fact, early in their research efforts, they noted 
that many of the offenders participating in the group never stopped offending.   
 
Second, while a substantial number of the offenders came from backgrounds of 
poverty, abuse and neglect, the majority had siblings from these same 
backgrounds who had not become criminals.  Also, there were many who had 
caring families that had done everything they knew to do to help these 
individuals, but to no avail.  These facts made the doctors begin to turn away 
from focusing on a deterministic view of criminality (childhood abuse and 
trauma), to one that focused more on the lifestyle choices offenders make. 
 
Third, while it was believed that these individuals must suffer from terribly low self 
esteem resulting from experiencing a vast array of failures in life - ranging from 
school to work to personal relationships - it became obvious over time that the 
opposite was the case!  Most had highly inflated views of themselves and their 
abilities; thinking themselves smarter and better than others.   
 
Other favorite theories, such as the role of peer pressure and “falling in with the 
wrong crowd,” or that being denied the opportunities others have in life had 
driven these individuals to crime, began to crumble as well.  It turned out that 
these individuals were not so much failed by their schools as they failed to make 
any effort toward school; they didn’t “fall into the wrong crowd,” they sought out 
the wrong crowd.  And rather than being highly impulsive or compulsive people 
who couldn’t control themselves, they tended to be highly controlled and 
“opportunistic” in the commission of crimes.   
 
Slowly, Dr.’s Yochelson and Samenow began giving up their theories of 
psychological and sociological causes for crime, and began looking at the 
thinking patterns and attitudes that led to it.  They began focusing on the 
criminal’s choices, and his or her rationalizations and justifications for such 
behavior.  They began mapping the worldview of the criminal.   Ultimately, they 
found a variety of thinking errors that criminals had in common regardless of age, 
race, social class or educational background.  Their search for the cause of crime 
and what they eventually discovered became their landmark work The Criminal 
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Personality, a three volume set outlining the process by which they arrived at a 
new view of the criminal and the best way to treat him or her. 
 
At the very core of this approach is the idea of “afflicting the comfortable, rather 
than comforting the afflicted.”  According to this approach, what leads to lasting 
change in the criminal offender is becoming absolutely fed-up with him or her self 
- filled with self-disgust about who or what they have become.  In his or her past, 
the criminal (very much like the addict) has had instances of self–disgust, but this 
has not lasted or resulted in behavioral change.  Therefore the offender must – in 
a matter of fact and respectful manner – be constantly reminded of the 
consequences of his or her actions, the damaged and destroyed lives, and the 
fact that continuing in the same mode will lead to a life of more and more 
incarceration for longer periods of time.  Other than accepting this as his or her 
lot in life - or committing suicide - change is the only option that remains.  Those 
who have worked primarily with addicts will notice that these same dynamics 
apply to the process of change with addiction as well as with criminality.   In fact 
there is a saying heard in AA clubs across the country that, “If you don’t 
remember your last drunk, you haven’t had it.”  This is a reference to the need for 
the alcoholic to constantly remind him or herself of the devastating 
consequences of his or her past behavior.  
 
What was also learned in this landmark research is that the criminal offender is 
constantly sizing up others, and that this remains true when he or she enters a 
treatment program as well.  He or she sees everything in terms of power and 
control, contests of will, and winning and losing.  Therefore, rather than 
concerning themselves primarily with showing empathy or developing rapport, 
Dr.’s Yochelson and Samenow were more concerned with direct, but factual 
discussions in which they revealed what they knew about the criminal’s M.O. and 
mindset - in many instances better than the criminals themselves.   
 
They learned not to buy into the criminals’ attempts to portray themselves as the 
victims rather than the victimizers (though some excel at this), they learned not to 
allow their efforts to be diverted by an array of irrelevant matters and issues 
criminals will bring up to derail the therapist, or to allow themselves to fall victim 
to the tactics of attack that are often used to put the therapist on the defensive.   
 
They laid out what they had learned about the offenders with whom they worked 
- that they (the offenders) tended to be secretive even as children, took great 
pride and pleasure in being able to fool others with their “slickness”, demanded 
the world bend to their wishes rather than trying to fit themselves better to the 
world, were highly critical of others but had a “glass jaw” when it came to taking 
criticism themselves, and tended to see themselves as unique individuals to 
whom the normal rules of society do not apply.  Again, those who work with 
addicts will notice the commonality of many of these traits.  In fact, most of these 



© 2010 CEUMatrix  9 

traits can be thought of as running along the lines of a continuum, from mild to 
severe as demonstrated in the diagram below: 
 

/_________/__________/__________________/ 
     Mild         Moderate         Serious   Severe 
 
Where addictions and/or criminality are concerned, the degree of severity of 
these traits can have a great deal to do with the individual’s ability to “hit bottom” 
– that is to develop enough self-disgust or disturbance to their own self image, to 
motivate change. 
 
Additionally, Yochelson and Samenow let the offenders with whom they worked 
know they did not expect them to be fervently committed to change from the 
outset.  In fact, they often revealed to these clients that they knew they had 
always viewed the world of “straights” as boring, dull and a fate worse than 
death.  (Again, those who have worked with addicts will recognize that this is 
common to how many feel in the beginning stages of their recovery.  In fact, 
motivational interviewing has made much of the counselor’s ability to recognize 
“ambivalence” on the part of the client in the early stages of the change process.) 
 
However, returning to the fact that ultimately, the criminal’s way of life had never 
led to anything more than fleeting satisfaction or happiness, and that without 
change they faced a life of increasing time incarcerated, their choices were few.  
They did not berate, browbeat, attempt to humiliate or ridicule the men and 
women with whom they worked, but treated them with respect.  Nonetheless, 
they were firm and matter-of-fact about unmasking the façade of respectability 
these individuals tried to put on.  

 
A Key to Change:  YOUR THOUGHTS 

 
The good news is we can change.  None of us needs to be a prisoner of our 
thoughts or our behaviors. 
 
Think about the last 24 hours; can you remember a specific situation when you 
felt angry?  Think about what you said – what you did.  What happened as a 
result – what were the consequences?  What would have happened if you had 
acted on your thoughts (for instance, lashed out in anger), rather than controlling 
your actions? 
 
Can you think of a recent event that you would like to re-live, if you could, in 
order to do things differently?  What trouble resulted?  What could you, or would 
you have done differently? 
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Think of a recent temptation to do something that you knew was wrong.  Can you 
remember what you thought before you decided what to do?  What was the 
temptation?  What actually happened?  When stopping to look back, are you 
happy with how you handled the situation?  If not, how could you have handled 
the situation differently?  Would this have led to a different result?  Would the 
result have been better or worse?  What role would changing your thinking about 
the situation have played in changing the outcome? 
 
Consider the following basic tenets of the cognitive-behavioral approach: 
 

• Some thoughts lead to results we don’t want.   
 
• Thoughts that lead to unwanted trouble are considered “errors in thinking.” 
 
• By teaching offenders to become aware of their thoughts that lead to 

trouble, we can teach them to catch errors in thinking before they act.   
 

• They can stop and remember the trouble their actions may have caused in 
the past, and forecast the trouble those thoughts may bring in a current 
situation or in the future.     

 
• By being aware of the full range of consequences from past attitudes and 

actions, clients can become acutely aware of the heavy price they or 
others have often paid for their destructive acts.   

 
• As has been identified in other treatment approaches, counselors often   

assume that because clients have entered treatment, the work of 
identifying these dynamics has already been accomplished – that is, these 
dynamics are obvious and known to the clients.  However, because a 
large percentage of clients (especially when mandated to treatment) enter 
treatment in the “precontemplation” stage, many have not truly considered 
the full ramifications of their actions on others or even on their own lives. 

 
• Beginning to see the role of thinking in keeping us locked in destructive 

patterns of behavior is often what provides the motivation and the 
commitment needed to change.   

 
When any of us change our thinking, we change what we end up doing.  A major 
roadblock to recovery is the temptation to take a shortcut in order to accomplish 
something of value.  But by stopping and catching thoughts – before acting – our 
clients can begin to take a different direction in life.  
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Part 1 
Crucial Tactics Revealed 

 
Inmate: “I see all the gray in my hair, and you know, I think: I ain’t got 
nothin’ to show for it. All I got is war stories from on the streets and 
shooting dope and robbin’ and stealin’.” 
 
Female Inmate: “You know, I thought that the money, the lifestyle, 
everything was good when I was out there. While it lasted. And where did 
it get me? It got me prison; I don’t have anything.” 
 
Inmate: “When I’m in my cell, and I’ll be wondering, ‘Is this my 
destination? Is this it?’” 
 
Female Inmate: “I would hate to think this is it for my life.” 
 
Inmate: “You know, I have nothin’ in my life to show anything good.” 
 
Female Inmate: “This is no kind of life. This is not where it’s at.” 
 
Female Inmate: “I would like to do more things. Be something.” 
 
Inmate: “It’s time to change. If I don’t try to change from the lifestyle that 
I’ve led, I’ll be here the rest of my life.” 
 
Inmate: “I have to change. Otherwise, I’m going to die in prison.” 

 
Is change really possible? Dr. Stanton Samenow knows that it is. He has spent a 
lifetime with men and women who have been in trouble, with crime, drugs, and 
alcohol. He has helped a great many to change their lives. A few years ago, he 
met with men and women from two institutions who were willing to explore the 
possibility of change. This information is covered in the CEU Matrix course 
Commitment to Change: Overcoming Errors in Thinking.  Some of the people 
who participated in that course actually made a commitment to change.  The 
following excerpts are from interviews and discussions conducted during that 
course: 
 

Roger: “If I do take a shot of dope, I’m going to have to ask myself: ‘Is it 
worth it? Is it worth the rest of my life?’ Right now the frame of mind that 
I’m in, no, it’s not worth. And it’s not worth all the time I’ve missed with my 
kids, my wife, and this has been right now the hardest time I ever did. Out 
of about 14, 16 years that I’ve got in, this is the hardest time I’ve ever did 
because of the things that I’m aware of that I’ve lost that I can’t get back.” 
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Roger was released in 1995. He successfully completed parole. He has restored 
his relationship with his family. 
 

Karen: “I know it pains my family to put that ink to paper. Because you 
have to write ‘correctional’ on there. It’s like, ‘I can’t...because she’s locked 
up. I can’t touch her, I can’t love her.’ 

 
Karen has successfully completed 4 years of parole. 
 

Dennis: “I just shut the world off at that time and allowed the anger to flow. 
And at that point is when I took the life.” 

 
Dennis: “I used to lash out at people because I couldn’t hurt myself. I 
would go out and hurt somebody else, because of what I didn’t like in 
myself. But as I see today that the only way basically that I’m going to 
change that, is to start to liking myself.” 

 
Prior to his release in 1995, Dennis arranged to go to a vocational school, paid 
for by grants. He now works as a certified welder. Dennis was married in 1996. 
 
While some people succeeded, others did not. During the first course, Jeffrey 
talked about how to change a behavior that brought him back to prison.  
 

Jeffrey: “The way to change your behavior every day is to stay aware of 
the way you’re thinking every day.” 

 
Jeffrey is now serving six years. Here he considers what brought him back. 
 

Jeffrey: “I think the main reason that I’m back in here is because I went 
back out to the same neighborhood and started doing the same things I 
was doing before I was in here last time. I didn’t change my friends or the 
things I was doing. I went back out and started using drugs again, and 
ended up right back here again on a new case.” 

 
In the first course we met Danny, who talked about changing his thinking to avoid 
the same old problems. 
 

Danny: “My thinking’s caught up with me a little bit; so it’s got to change, 
or things are going to stay the same. And that’s where I’ve changed 
mostly, is realizing that the more I think the same, the more of the same is 
going to happen.” 

 
Now serving 13 years, Danny identifies the thinking that brought him back to 
prison. 
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Danny: “When I got out of a halfway house, I got a job managing a bar. 
Real smart move, huh? And I got about three months into my job, and 
somebody offered me a shot of peppermint schnapps, and I thought, 
‘Well, it’s just schnapps...’ and it was off to the races. Three hours later I 
was on the phone looking for cocaine, and it was just a mess from there. I 
just rationalized my way into that one stupid move, and I was just right 
back to it, as bad as I’ve ever been before.” 

 
Destructive thoughts lead us to destructive actions. In Samenow’s first course, 
we saw how a certain kind of thinking can keep people trapped in destructive 
lives. We call those thoughts ‘errors in thinking.’ 
 
I’m a victim of others 
 

Inmate: “I don’t like to work. That’s all of it. You can stop that right there. I 
don’t like to work.” 

 
Inmate: “Next time, I’ll be lucky. Next time I won’t be all hooked and doing 
day to day crime. Next time, I’ll do ‘the big job.’” 
 
Inmate: “I hid behind a relationship, a bad relationship.” 
 
Female Inmate: “I didn’t have no dad or no older brothers to show me right 
from wrong.” 

 
In this course, we’ll actually see how destructive thoughts lead to destructive 
actions: ways of acting that keep people stuck. We call these ways of acting 
“Tactics: Habits that Block Change.” 
 
 



Commitment to Change – Habits that Block Change 

14 

Tactics:  Habits that Block Change 
The first time that each member of the group met Dr. Samenow, the inmate 
participated  in a one-on-one interview in which Dr. Samenow asked some 
personal and difficult questions. Later, when they gathered as a group, certain 
men had some strong feelings about the interviews and questioned the value of 
these sessions. 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Believe it or not, as I was doing these individual interviews, I was 
trying to put myself in your place. I mean, I came in here, didn’t know any of you, 
had these very quick interviews, made a number of statements, and asked a 
number of questions.  I really want to get feedback from you about your 
experience during these interviews. 
 

Ernie: “I don’t think any of us were prepared for you at all, in any way, 
shape or form. When I walked out of here earlier today, I actually 
considered walking down the steps and going to the cell house and not 
coming back.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: I’m glad that you didn’t, and I’m glad that you’re telling about it. 
 

Ernie: “See,  the questions that you’re asking, that’s what people treat us 
like down here, OK? Then we got to sit in a class five days a week and get 
s*** thrown down our throats, OK? Now listen to me – and then when we 
say something, no matter what we say, we’re wrong, because the guy 
standing up there – he’s right all the time, OK? No matter what we say.  
’Well, you’re in error. You’re not thinking right. You had your guard up. 
You...’ Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa. I understand consequences and 
responsibilities and all that stuff. But live my shoes, walk my shoes, and 
then you say what you gotta say to me. So anyway, anger comes out. You 
know, all these other things--anger, resentment, but you wanted to know 
what’s going on through my head. You got what I’m thinking, what I’m 
feeling.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: I asked for it, and I got it. 
 

Ernie: “You got it.” 
 

Dr. Samenow:  “I also feel the way Ernie  did - I went back here, looked out the 
window and said, am I coming back here at lunch or what? I didn’t mention it to 
anybody else, but it was in my head.” 

 
Inmate: “I’m going to go on the flip side on that, because I felt defensive, 
but I didn’t feel angry about it. I kind of felt different in the sense that it was 
good, because it was confronting me.” 
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Ernie: “I just think that we were not given what we should be given just for 
sitting here, OK? I mean, it’s a step coming forward, and those people 
back there who don’t come think we’re stupid fools for even  
sitting in here. ‘Aw, you go over there, playing that game,...for who?’ OK, 
you didn’t promise us no rose garden. You didn’t even promise us 
something to eat, OK? I mean, or any parole.  Do you understand what I’m 
saying? So evidently we’re either in here doin’ it sincerely, or we’re playing 
a game on our own selves.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: All right, let me respond to that. Number one, I have been totally 
impressed by the sincerity of people doing this. And every single one of you, I 
think, maybe one exception, maybe not, said that you were doing this for two 
reasons. One, to help yourself, and also with the hope that it would help 
somebody else. And I have no reason to disbelieve that.  
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How can we make a difference in the lives of habitual offenders and those 
involved with substance abuse?  How can we help youth and others who 
are at risk for destructive lifestyles?  What interventions can have a 
meaningful effect? 
 
In the 1960's those questions were asked by Dr. Samuel Yochelson, a 
much respected psychiatrist, and Dr. Stanton Samenow, a young clinical 
psychologist. 
   
To discover what interventions could make a meaningful difference, they 
embarked on the longest in-depth research program with habitual offenders 
ever conducted in North America.  Their findings:  many traditional 
approaches were not effective for this population.  Over the years, a striking 
observation emerged:  habitual criminals nearly always demonstrated 
unique patterns of thinking — and behavioral “Tactics.”  Frequently, these 
Tactics prevented them from looking honestly at their “errors in thinking” — 
thoughts which did not accurately reflect reality — and led to actions with 
destructive consequences.  They also blocked any possibility of change, 
and so kept people stuck in destructive lives. 
 
Could habitual offenders learn to correct these errors and eliminate their 
destructive Tactics?  If their thinking and Tactics did change, would it affect 
their behavior?  Many more years of research yielded promising answers to 
both questions.  When the desire to change is present, and given a 
disciplined program over time, it is possible for habitual offenders to change 
their lives.  Many graduates of such programs — which are now conducted 
in several countries — are leading responsible, productive lives. 

 
The corrections community has embraced this approach in many ways — along 
with educators, youth workers and other mental health and social service 
professionals.  Programs and workshops are sponsored by the Federal Bureau 
of Prisons, NCI and Departments of Corrections in a great many states.  Many 
professionals, publications and programs have built on the original research of 
Yochelson and Samenow. 
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Some Habits Keep Us Stuck 
 
 
Changing a habit is very hard.   
 
When we practice the same behavior over and over again, it becomes a habit.  
Some habits are useful; they help us to get our mental and physical needs met 
(regular work, food, exercise, rest).   Some habits seem to work for us in the 
short run — but eventually cause harm to us or others (stealing, lying, 
violence).   
 
If we want to change, an important step is to become aware of habits that harm 
us and others.  Then we have to learn how to stop the harmful habits — and 
learn new ones. 
 
Some habits (lying, bad temper, blaming others) actually stop us from making 
changes — they keep us stuck in the same old thinking and actions.   
 
When our lives becomes so painful that we can’t tolerate it any more, we may 
realize our need for responsible change.   
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Tactic: ATTACK – “You’re the problem, not me” 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Nearly all of you agreed to participate in an individual interview 
which we would then use in this class.  The purpose of this is to identify tactics. 
What I mean by tactics are ways that you behave that really prevent change, that 
prevent people from communicating, that allow you, if you choose, to hide from 
others.  
 

INTERVIEW 
Dr. Samenow: What is your most serious convicted offense, Dan? 
 
Dan: “First degree attempted assault with a deadly weapon.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: And how many times have you been incarcerated? 
 
Dan: “I first got locked up when I was 13 and I went through 13 
placements, group homes and halfway houses, drug rehabs, psych wards, 
detention facilities.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: How old are you now? 
 
Dan: “I’m twenty-four.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: So the 24 years of your life, how many of those years, if 
you added up all the time, would you be somewhere, like a hospital, 
detention center, or jail? 
 
Dan: “Seven or eight years.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: So about a third of your life? 
 
Dan: “Yeah.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Are you a drug user? 
 
Dan: “Yes, I am.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: What drugs have you used? 
 
Dan: “I drank; I have a real big drinking problem. Marijuana. 
Methamphetamines. Cocaine. LSD. Taken over the counter medications.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Why do you think that you keep coming back to one 
institution after another? Hospital, detention center, now here? 
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Dan: “I wanted everything when I wanted it. I didn’t want to wait for 
anything.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: If we had a videotape of your life, let’s talk about some of 
the things we might see on that tape. Would we, for example, see a 
pattern of stealing? 
 
Dan: “Probably. Yeah, you would.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Would it be fair to say, accurate to say that there would 
also be, even as a kid, a pattern of violence? 
 
Dan: “Yeah.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Well, let me ask you this. Do you think you’re a good 
person?  
 
Dan: “Yeah, I think I’m a good person.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: OK. How do you square this statement: ‘I think I’m a good 
person’, with all the things that you’ve done? 
 
Dan: “I don’t like that question.” 
 

GROUP SESSION Subsequent to Interview 
Dr. Samenow: All right.  Do you think that there was anything that you said that 
could interfere with change? 

 
Dan: “I don’t know - I felt real defensive when you asked that question.” 
 
Inmate: “I think I’m a good person, so I can understand. It’s hard to 
confront the fact that I was a screw-up. It’s hard to admit that. And I want 
to replace all the times I screwed up with the good times, the good things 
that I’ve done.  In order to change, I’ve got to confront those issues. And 
that hurts.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Now, this point has been made by both of these people. Dan said 
he felt defensive, which is understandable. Can anybody think of something that 
he did that indicated how offended he was and how defensive he felt? 

 
Inmate: “He said, ‘I don’t appreciate you asking that question.’” 
 

Dr. Samenow: Yes, and his exact words were, “I don’t like the question.” 
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Inmate: “Exactly, so that’s a defensive posture right there.” 
 

Dr. Samenow: Right. So the tactic here is, when you’re on the defensive, you 
attack somebody else.  
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Can you think of any other situations where either you have used 
‘attacking’ as a tactic or you’ve seen it used? 

 
Inmate: “Sure. They ask you, like, ‘Why do you keep on doing this?’ and 
you go, ‘Well, you’re doin’ it.’ Or ‘Do you think you’re better than me?’ You 
can attack them back with the same question...to cover it up, to keep them 
from asking you that question again.” 
 

Dr. Samenow: Which of course is one purpose of a tactic: to hide or to cover 
something up. Can anybody else think of a time where they’ve gone on the 
offensive?  When they’ve attacked the questioner or the person who was holding 
them accountable, rather than deal with the issue? 

 
Dan: “I cheated on my daughter’s mom a lot. My daughter would find out 
and she’d say, ‘Are you doing this? Why are you doing this? Is this true? 
Is this not true?’ I’d be like, ‘Why are you asking me that? Why would you 
ask me that? Why would you ask me if I cheated.? Look at everything that 
I’ve done for you. Why would you ask me that? I don’t like that question. I 
don’t think you should be asking me that.’ And then turn it around to where 
I didn’t have to answer it, so that she had to defend her position to me 
when she was wanting explanations from me in the first place.” 
 
Inmate: “Me and my ex-wife are pretty good at that, attacking each other. 
She’d attack me for not being there when my three kids were growing up, 
Then I attacked her with ‘Well, you haven’t allowed them to see me. 
You’re the one that’s kept me from getting closer and building a 
relationship with them.’” 

 
Dr. Samenow: So the point is that a tactic is a behavior. And it’s a behavior that a 
person uses instead of facing up to his own shortcomings.  He does something to 
shift attention away from himself. 
 
 
A tactic is a way to hide, to get ourselves off the hook. If we want to change, then 
saying “you’re the problem, not me,” only keeps us stuck.  
 
The same tactic showed up when the group tried role playing. Watch for the 
tactic of ‘attack’ as a parolee confronts his parole officer. 
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ROLE PLAY 
Parolee: “Well, I don’t think you understood what I meant about jobs that I 
wanted. I don’t like the jobs you sent me to..” 
 
Parole Officer: “Well, first of all, do you know that you’re on parole and 
part of your parole condition is that you seek and maintain employment?” 
 
Parolee: “You’re supposed to help me, I’m not supposed to help you, you 
know?” 
 
Parole Officer: “OK, didn’t I give you the three interviews  to go out and 
show up and talk to these people about prospective jobs?” 
 
Parolee: “Yeh, but you know the interviews that you gave me - first of all, 
the lady, she’s got this squeaky voice - eek, eek, eek - I can’t work for 
somebody like that.” 
 
Parole Officer: “OK, so what you’re trying to tell me is that it’s everybody’s 
fault that you didn’t show up at your appointment.” 

 
Parolee: “No, I didn’t say that. I just said you need to look at what I’m 
asking, what I want, what I need.  I can’t make it out there if I try to work 
with somebody else that doesn’t understand me. You’re not understanding 
me, are you?” 

 
 
Dr. Samenow visits a nearby correctional institution for women. In the same role 
play scenario, women playing the parole officer and the parolee, came up with 
the same tactic as the men. 
 

Parolee: “The first job interview I had was at a restaurant. I didn’t think I 
would like waitressing; it’s not enough money. And the other one was 
secretarial, and I do not like to type.” 
 
Parole Officer: “You don’t want to type, and you don’t want to be a 
waitress. Well, the third one was in construction. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
Parolee: “There’s nothing wrong with it.” 
 
Parole Officer: “Is there any other thing that I can do to help you so that 
you can get to these interviews? You know, we need to do something 
here. You’ve got to get this together. You’ve got to do something.” 
 
Parolee: “I think you’re being a little pushy on me.” 
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GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: In that very well-done role play, what did you observe the parolee 
doing that is an obstacle to change? 
 

Female Inmate: “She turned it around, and she tried to say that it was the 
parole officer’s fault.”  

 
Dr. Samenow: One tactic that the parolee deployed right then and there was to 
do exactly what this lady said, to turn it around and make it the parole officer’s 
problem. In fact, do you recall what the parolee accused the parole officer of? 
Anybody remember? 
 

Female Inmate: “She accused the parole officer of pushing her too hard,  
to put the guilt on her.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Yes, exactly. She turned it around and tried to make it the 
shortcoming of the parole officer by saying, “I think you’re being pushy”   The 
tactic here is: when you’re on the defensive, you attack somebody else. And that 
is exactly what occurred.  
 
When we shift the spotlight from what we’ve done to some thing or someone 
else, we’re saying, “You’re the problem, not me.” It’s a habit that blocks change.  
 
We know that change is possible; people have turned their lives around.  But 
change is never easy.   
 
Why is change so difficult?  What are the things that keep us stuck? 
 
One of the habits that blocks change is attacking other people with words.  We 
say things like, “You’re the problem — not me.” 
 
How does a verbal attack block change?  If you’re talking to someone whose job 
is to help you — a counselor, group leader, P.O., boss — you’ve pointed the 
finger at them.  You’ve cut them off; built a wall.  You’ve taken the spotlight away 
from yourself. 
 
One of the men in the video says, 
 

“If I attack him, I keep him from asking that question again.” 
 
We can’t begin to change until we take an honest look at ourselves.   
 
Looking at ourselves — things we’ve done — how we need to change —  is 
painful.  One way to protect our feelings is to blame or attack the other person 
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with words.  We’re in danger of using that tactic when we feel unsafe, exposed, 
or on the spot. 
 
If we truly want to be free, we have to do something that is very difficult:  look at 
the destructive things we’ve done and say, “I did that.  I want to change.”  We 
have to admit — to ourselves and to people who want to help — that we are 
responsible.  Then change is possible. 

 
 

Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 
 

Tactics are behaviors that people use when they feel exposed or on the spot.  
Children sometimes use Tactics as a way of coping; they can become a lifelong 
habit. 

 
The Tactic of verbal Attack is one we’re likely to see often.  As agents of change, 
we may encounter it daily.  If we have any interaction with convicted offenders or 
clients in treatment, we need to be able to recognize this Tactic, and not take it 
personally.  We need to see it for what it is:  an attempt to “get off the hook” — to 
relieve discomfort — by shifting attention to someone else. 

 
When clients use Tactics, they avoid looking at themselves and taking 
responsibility.  That’s why Tactics block change.  Clients will need to understand 
this before change can be effective.  When they attempt to use this Tactic, it is 
important that we assist them to put the focus back on them. 

 
Whatever our position — staff or administrators — if we have any interaction with 
clients and/or convicted offenders, we need to be able to respond effectively to 
this Tactic. 

 
=========================================================== 

The following questions are designed to help you think about situations when this 
Tactic arises — and consider effective ways to deal with it. 

 
Recall a recent situation when a client/offender used this Tactic.  How did the 
client/offender act?  Write the exact words (as close as you can recall) that he or she 
said to you:  

 
How did you feel? 

 
How did you react?  What did you say or do? 

 
 

How did you (or could you have) put the focus back on the client/offender? 
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Tactic: DIVERSION — “I’m changing the subject.” 
 

 
During the same role play at the women’s facility, the two players came up with 
another tactic, another way to block change. 
 

Parole Officer: “We’ve gotten you a bus pass, we’ve given schedules, I’ve 
set up interviews, and you repeatedly don’t go. You just blow it off like it 
doesn’t even matter. Do you want to stay out?” 
 
Parolee: “Yes, I do. It does matter to me. But I would like to work outside. 
That’s the kind of work I like to do.” 
 
Parole Officer: “Well, I’m sure we would all like to have a primo job that 
makes us extremely happy. But right now, you need to get it together. You 
need to get something that’s going to work for you, so that you can get on 
your feet, so that you don’t go back in the system.  And so I don’t have to 
sit here with handcuffs and lock you up again and throw you back in.” 
 
Parolee: “Do you like your job?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: What did you observe the parolee doing that is an obstacle to 
change? 
 

Female Inmate: “She was very defensive and very aggressive there at the 
end, when she turned around and she said, ‘Well, do you like your job?’.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: You have just identified another tactic. When the parolee turns to 
the parole officer and says, “Do you like your job?” this is really a diversion from 
the point. What does this have to do with anything? Nothing at all. It gets the 
focus off the parolee, and changes the focus to whether the parole officer likes 
her job – as if that matters in this situation.  
 
Diversion. Changing the subject. Another way to steer attention away from 
ourselves. Back at the men’s facility, the group considers examples of diversion.  
 
GROUP SESSION 

Inmate: “In ’94 I was on parole, and I was working at the Red Lobster 
making cash every night.  I’m a crack addict, and I’d walk through Capitol 
Hill. If you know anything about that area, it’s crack-infested. And after 
about six weeks, I fell, I relapsed, and I bought some crack one night. My 
girlfriend would be at home when I would come home.   My girlfriend knew 
I had cash every night, and she knew that I would have anywhere 
between $130, $150, anywhere in that area. So the first thing I did when I 
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walked in is I gave her forty bucks, to try to keep her from asking me about 
the rest of the money.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Can you tell me why, then, diversion as a tactic gets in the way of 
change, big time? 
 

Inmate: “It allows you to look at everything except for the problem at hand. 
It allows you to take control of the situation to where you don’t have to look 
at yourself.  You have some other thing that you’re doing to keep as far 
away as possible from the truth of the matter.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Diversion is really a control tactic because you are the one who 
knows, you are the one who has the person in the palm of your hand as you are 
telling that person certain things to lead that person off track. Other thoughts 
about how diversion as a tactic interferes with change? 
 

Inmate: “You’re lying to yourself. You’re lying to other people, all around 
you. I lied a lot before. It’d just be getting  back in the same cycle all over 
again. Then I’d start doubting myself again, and then it would just be one 
excuse after another.” 

 
Inmate: “When I’m using diversion against somebody, what will keep me 
from changing is: I enjoy it. I actually enjoy using it. I mean, I see the 
power, I see the thrust of ‘Yeh, another one bites the dust--again, I won’. 
That keeps me from wanting to change, by using those tactics. They 
work.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Good point - there’s an excitement to it, that you can really get 
somebody going and just watch them buy it right before your very eyes. So really 
diversion isn’t just shifting the subject.  It’s the power.  It’s the control.  It’s turning 
something back on somebody by diverting attention away from ourselves.  The 
issue is never faced. 
 
Diversion   

• Changing the subject 
• Controlling others 
• Lying to ourselves 

 
Has this ever happened to you?...  You try to talk with someone about 
something important — and they change the subject.  That’s the tactic of 
diversion.   

 
Changing the subject is another way to shift the spotlight away from ourselves.   
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We do it when we don’t want to feel exposed.  We try to force people to look at 
other things, not what is really happening.  We try to avoid dealing with the truth.  
We try to fool family and friends, counselors and others who could help us — if 
we would let them. 

 
People use diversion to control a situation — and hide from the truth.  It’s 
another habit that keeps people stuck in destructive lives. 

 
Some people enjoy using diversion tactics.  They believe they have won or 
defeated others.  They feel powerful and look for opportunities to practice this 
tactic. 

 
We can even use this tactic with ourselves.  We try to avoid facing the truth 
about what we’ve done and what it has cost us and others.  We may come to 
believe our own lies and excuses. 

 
We might say we want to change.  We might try to look as if we’re changing.  
But reality shows whether we’ve truly changed — or whether we’re only fooling 
ourselves. 
 
If we’re serious about change, we need to notice every time we use this tactic.  
Then we can stop changing the subject — and be honest with ourselves and 
others.   

 
Then we can begin to take responsibility for our actions.  That’s a giant step on 
the road to becoming free. 

 
Questions to consider using your experience and perspective.. 

 
In any situation — wherever we encounter Diversion tactics — we can call 
attention to their use.  We can encourage clients to change course and take 
responsibility for their actions. 

 
For example, saying, “Mr. Jones this problem is not about me, it’s about you,” 
can be enough to keep the discussion on track. 

 
Remember not to take it personally, even if the client tries to make it personal!  
Underneath his attempt to manipulate you away from the subject at hand is his 
fear of being exposed.  Be professional and remain calm. 

 
Describe a recent situation when someone used the tactic of Diversion on you.  
What did he or she actually say or do that demonstrated this Tactic?   
 
How did you deal with the situation; what did you say or do? 
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How might you deal with that situation today? 
 

Diversion is another way of changing the subject, moving the spotlight away from 
ourselves. Diversion is a way of controlling others, and diversion is a way of lying 
to ourselves, to avoid looking at our need to change. 
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Tactic: MINIMIZING – “It’s no big deal.” 
 
INTERVIEW 

Steve: “I’ve been in and out of the prison system since November of 1991. 
My sentence was six and a half years.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: “And why ‘in and out of?’” 
 
Steve: “I paroled twice and been revocated.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “Why?” 
 
Steve: “Technical parole violations.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “By that you mean?” 
 
Steve: “Drug use one time, hot urinalysis, and curfew violation laws and 
changing addresses without parole officer approval, and that’s why I’m 
here today.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “OK, when you say technical parole revocation, the fact of 
the matter is that these are violations of parole, and very basic conditions. 
And I gather they were repeated, not just one curfew?” 
 
Steve: “Correct.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “Right, so there was a pattern of these.” 
 
Steve: “It was really kind of crazy. I went on a binge one night, and the 
person I was obtaining crack cocaine from was three blocks away.  I was 
trapped in that addictive behavior, so I ran three blocks up, got some 
crack, ran back to my house, thinking ‘Well, I’ve only been gone five 
minutes, it’s not going to create too big of a problem.’ Then when I’d 
smoke all the crack, I’d run back up and get some more, and so I 
accumulated some curfew violations.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “So when you said ‘technical violations,’ actually it sounded 
as though these were fairly minor things, but the fact of the matter is, they 
weren’t minor, because they all added up.” 

 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Steve, do you think that there was any tactic that you were using 
in response to my question? 
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Steve: “Yeah, I do. I think I was being kind of evasive, not wanting to suck 
up to the truth of the stupidity that I was engaged in. I did this, I created it, 
I didn’t have to. And the bottom line is, I knew what it took to keep me out; 
and I chose not to do those things.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: OK. Other comments? 
 

Inmate: “When you first asked him, ‘What are you in here for?’ He said, 
‘Well, I’m here for technical parole violations.’ And then you had to prod a 
little bit, and then he was like, ‘Well, had a curfew violation, had a hot UA’. 
And then you probed a little bit further, and then he was, like, ‘Well, it was 
several curfew violations’., It was kind of like he said, being evasive.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Other thoughts or observations on that interview? 
 

Inmate: “Using the word ‘technical violation’ - what does that mean? 
Technical? What’s technical about it? It’s a violation. And he knew what he 
was doing.” 
 
Steve: “I was minimizing. Cocaine use is wrong. I know it’s wrong. It’s got 
me in so much damn trouble. And I was minimizing...I was only gone ten 
minutes. That’s a bunch of bullshit. The fact was I shouldn’t have been 
gone. The fact was I shouldn’t have been using drugs. I’m trying to 
minimize not only that experience, but a lot of things in my life, as if they 
were no big deal. And that’s important when I’m confronting change 
because my attitude was happy-go-lucky, what-the-heck-can-they-do-to-
me type attitude, and look what they did to me. Look what it got me, and it 
ain’t worth it. And this is what’s really come and hit me in the face, making 
me want to change.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: How does minimization block change? 
 

Inmate: “Cause you don’t look at the severity of it. You make it look as 
small as possible, as insignificant as possible, so that, one, it’s easier to 
deal with, and two, you can always say, ‘Well, it wasn’t that bad’. It was 
like, when I was robbing convenience stores, I’d go into the store and I 
wasn’t holding up the person there.  I wasn’t hurting anybody else.  I was 
taking from a corporation. It’s like minimizing, saying ‘Well, no I didn’t hurt 
this person.’, but I did.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Can anyone in this room think of an instance in which he used this 
tactic? 
 

Inmate: “As a dope dealer, you think, or you want to be able to say that 
you’re not giving it to the kids, or you’re not hurting nobody. But then you 
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tell yourself, ‘Well, if I don’t sell it to them, the guy down the street will sell 
it to them, so I might as well go ahead and do it, might as well be me that’s 
collecting the money’.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: You, in a sense, minimize it even to yourself. 
 

Inmate: “Yes.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Any other thoughts or recollections about how you used this tactic 
to try to convince others, or yourself, that something that really was of some 
seriousness, maybe big time seriousness, was really no big deal. 
 

Inmate: “Isn’t it a minimization tactic to say that we did this because we 
were drunk or we were high? Isn’t it ? Because I know for a fact that this is 
what I used to do. For the case I’m in here on now, had I not been under 
the influence of drugs, I would have acted in a totally different way. Is that 
not minimization in itself?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: I would give you my answer to it, but I’d like some answers first. 
 

Inmate: “I’m sure that this probably is a form of minimizing, but in reality, 
there’s also some truth to it. I mean, we do change, our behaviors change; 
and no one else has drilled this in me more than my own family. You are a 
different person when you are this way, OK? Your attitude changes, you’re 
not the same individual.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: His point is to say, ‘Well, the drugs did it, the alcohol did it’.  What 
you’re not taking into account is that you were the one that chose to use the 
drugs and the alcohol knowing that certain things might happen. 
 

Inmate: “The way I like to minimize is like when I drink I get in trouble, and 
then I say, ‘Well, I don’t get in trouble all the time.’, so I continue on 
drinking.” 

 
Inmate: “This may sound crazy to some people, but sometimes it’s easier 
in here than it is out on the streets. And I don’t know how to say it, but if 
I’m out there, and I think to myself, ‘Well, I’m having a hard time.  I can 
commit a crime and I might get away with it.  But if I don’t get away with it, 
it’s really no big deal to come back to the penitentiary’.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Alright, so the minimization...can you pinpoint it exactly?  
 

Inmate: “It would be that it’s really no big deal to give up my freedom to 
come back to the pen.” 
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Dr. Samenow: OK, that’s a great example of where you’re minimizing it to 
yourself, or after the fact, maybe, to others. Either way. And so minimization is 
yet another tactic.  It’s a frequent tactic, and  it’s a powerful tactic.  Unfortunately 
it can be a very effective tactic, but effective for the wrong things.  Of course, in 
the long run, it rarely is effective at all.  
 
Minimizing, saying or thinking “it’s no big deal,” keeps us from looking at 
ourselves. It can stop us from making changes, changes that can lead to greater 
freedom.  
 
These are the tactics we’ve seen in so far. 
 

Attack 
“You’re supposed to help me. I’m not supposed to help you.” 
 
“I think you’re being a little pushy on me.” 
 
“You’re not understanding me, are you?” 
 
Diversion 
“Do you like your job?” 
 
“I gave her forty bucks to try to keep her from asking me about the rest of 
the money.” 
 
Minimizing 
“It’s really no big deal to give up my freedom, to come back to the 
penitentiary.” 
 
“And you tell yourself, ‘Well, if I don’t sell it them, the guy down the street 
will sell it to them, so I might as well go ahead, it might as well be me 
that’s collecting the money.’” 

 
“Technical parole violations.” 
 
“When I drink, I get in trouble and then I say, ‘Well, I don’t get in trouble all 
the time’, so I continue on drinking.” 
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Tactic: MINIMIZING — “It’s no big deal.” 
 

When people do something destructive, they often say, “Sure, I did it.  But it was 
no big deal.”  They try to minimize what they’ve done. 
 

Example:  “When I rob a store, I’m just robbing a business, not an individual.  
Nobody gets hurt.” 

 
Fact:  The people in the store are being harmed, perhaps not physically, but 
emotionally. 

 
Would you want your wife or husband— or your child — in a store while it’s 
being robbed? The store owner is harmed because customers get scared off.  
People in the neighborhood feel afraid, long after the crime. 

 
Example:  “If I wasn’t drunk or stoned, I wouldn’t have done that.” 

 
Fact:  We choose to take drugs or drink — knowing that certain harmful things 
might happen.  If we have had problems in the past while under the influence, we 
know we are taking a risk of those things happening again. 

 
If we tell ourselves, “It’s no big deal,” then we can do what we want — and 
pretend not to see the consequences. 

 
Example:  “If I get caught committing another crime, it’s no big deal to go back 
to prison.” 

 
Fact:  Years spent living in an institution is time away from family and friends.  
It’s lost time.  We can never replace it.  There is also the danger that we will 
become people who can only function in an institution. 

 
How does this tactic keep us stuck?  It allows us to lie to ourselves — to hide 
from the truth.  If you want to change, look at the truth of what you’ve done.  
Then you’ll have reason to change. 

 
A good place to begin is by looking at the times you’ve used this tactic. 

 
Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 

 
Minimization tactics can be very subtle.  Initially, the tactic might appear to be a 
reasonable excuse.  Sometimes it’s as simple as, “I forgot,” or “I didn’t know.”  
These are not reasonable excuses for people with deeply ingrained, irresponsible 
habits.  These are excuses they use to prevent themselves from changing. 
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Minimization tactics can also be very direct and obvious:  “I did not do what I’m 
accused of.”  Or, “I was only driving the car; I didn’t know they were going to rob 
someone.” 
 
We need to listen carefully to what is being said.  We can agree that everyone 
forgets things at times, and we can point out that it is our responsibility to 
remember.  For example:  “I understand that you may have forgotten your 
appointment.  But it is your responsibility to make it to these appointments.  
What can you do to make sure you get here on time?”   
 
Describe a recent situation when someone tried to minimize their actions or 
escape responsibility.  What did they say or do that demonstrated this tactic?   
 
How did you deal with the situation?   
 
At times, we’ve all used this tactic on ourselves.  Describe  a time when you did 
that (for example, to avoid quitting smoking or losing weight or some other habit).  
What were the words in your head? 
 
How might you react to the same words in your head the next time you use 
them? 
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Part 2 
More Tactics 

 
Change is never easy. It happens in small steps. But it can happen. Thinking 
does change.  
 

Inmate: “You wake up with the realization that it’s not about you anymore, 
you know. You tried it your way, and all you did was hurt people.” 
 
Inmate: “I can kind of put myself in people’s position that I robbed, and put 
a gun in their face, and figured, ‘Well, I’m not hurting them, not physically 
hurting them’.  But now I can think that I really did traumatize them by 
putting that gun in their face.” 
 
Inmate: “The only thing that I’ve ever really been committed to was pulling 
crimes, making that all-American easy buck, so to speak.” 
 
Inmate: “Nowadays, I look back and I say, ‘Well, that’s not totally what I 
really wanted to do. I wish I would have changed back in the days. I wish it 
would never have taken so long to make these changes’.” 
 
Female Inmate: “Everything that I did in the past, I don’t want that any 
more. I don’t want that lifestyle. I want to move on.” 
 
Inmate: “I would always go back to the same neighborhood and the same 
friends. You see, I wouldn’t change it. But now I don’t want that. I don’t 
want it.” 
 
Inmate: “My attitude was happy-go-lucky, what-the-heck-can-they-do-to-
me, and look what they did to me. Look what it got me. And it ain’t worth it, 
and this is what’s really coming up, hit me in the face, making me want to 
change.” 

 
 
Earlier in this course, the group looked at three tactics :  attacking, diversion, and 
minimizing– habits of thinking and acting that block change. 
 
Next, the group considers three common tactics. 
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Tactic: CASING PEOPLE OUT – “I’ll feed you what you want.” 
 
INTERVIEW 

Dr. Samenow: “What have you changed about yourself?” 
 
Ernie: “Everything. I believe my change has been a full ninety degree 
change.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “All right, so, if you’ve changed everything, what is there left 
to change?” 
 
Ernie: “There’s always going to be additional change on top of the 
changes, change to continuously better.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “OK, specifically, what do you still have to change?” 
 
Ernie: “Um...OK, well, I guess I still get angry.” 
 

 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Ernie, what comment do you have about yourself. 

 
Ernie: “I’ll leave it open to the floor, they can have it.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Fair enough. Let’s see who has a comment. 
 

Inmate: “In your interview you seem pretty vague. You were defensive and 
became evasive. It didn’t seem like you really wanted to be honest and 
open with him.” 
 
Inmate: “It just seems like you were like ‘who are you to ask me this 
question, and I’m not going to tell you anything. I’m only going to tell you 
what you want to hear, and not what I want to tell you.’” 

 
Dr. Samenow: What about that observation that in part, at least, you were trying 
to figure out what it was I wanted to hear, and then to give me that? 
 

Ernie: “I believe that had a lot to play in it.  Like, who are you that I have to 
tell or prove what I’ve changed, OK? I’ll be the first to admit that I was on 
the defensive with you.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: So what you do, in part, to get me off your back, is you feed me 
what you think I want to hear, in a sense to shut me up, and move on with this. 
 

Ernie: “Right.” 
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Dr. Samenow: OK, well, let me ask you this. Can any of you think of 
circumstances in which you were talking to somebody and what you decided was 
the best thing to do here is to try to figure out what they want to hear and feed it 
to them and get rid of them, or avoid a confrontation? 
 

Inmate: “My probation officer. He’d be like, ‘Well, I think that you should do 
this; maybe go to another drug and alcohol class; maybe you should 
attend an AA meeting.’. And I’d say, ‘Oh, yeah, sir, OK, no problem.’. And 
it was no big deal--with no intention of doing it. But that’s what I would do 
just to kind of manipulate him.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: OK, good example. Others? 
 

Inmate: “The last time that I got out after a ten year gig, all I could think 
about was how to better con my parole officer and pacify him so I could 
get him off my back, so that I’d be able to do the things that I wanted to 
do. Finally, I ended up getting a job just to pacify him, and once that I seen 
that he was kind of going along with it, I just started going off to the side 
and started doing the things that I wanted to do, which was petty thievery, 
minor robberies, burglaries, hustling, selling drugs.  You know, doing the 
things that I wanted to do. But now that I stop and think about it, if I were 
to continue to keep doing right like he was telling me, I wouldn’t be in this 
situation again.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Let me zero in on the word “pacify,” because you used that word 
twice. By feeding the parole officer what you thought the parole officer wanted to 
hear, that is in effect what you were trying to do--pacify the person, get the 
person off your back.  You get the person to believe you were doing what you 
were supposed to do. 
 

Inmate: “In an institutional setting, you’re going to use that tactic.  If you’re 
sitting in front of a case manager, and your case manager is discussing 
the options of sending you to community corrections, sending you 
anywhere other than prison, it seems to me only natural to stand there and 
tell that guy you’re going to go by every rule, every whatever he’s bringing 
up.  You’re going to tell him everything he wants to know because you 
want to get out of this situation.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Sure. If he wants to know that the moon is made of green cheese, 
you’re going to tell him that. 
 

Inmate: “Absolutely, even though in the back of your mind, you know 
damn well you’re not going to go by everything he’s telling you.” 
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Dr. Samenow: All right, that’s a point well taken. But what if you continued to feed 
people what you thought they wanted to hear, in order to mislead them, what 
would the likely outcome be? 
 

Inmate: “If I’m going to tell you what I think you want to hear, then I’m 
really not being honest with you or myself. It’s all a big lie. You know, most 
of these tactics that we’ve said : diversion, manipulation, minimization, 
vagueness, all that - it’s not telling the whole truth.  In fact, when we’re 
doing that, we’re not being honest with ourselves, which will lead us back 
into the behaviors that brought us here in the first place.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: So all of this, it seems to me, goes against changing to become a 
responsible person, because you’re constantly casing people out: what do they 
want to hear, how does this sound to them?  And any of us that do this, we’re not 
facing up to who we are, what we are, and what we need to change. And so this 
is something that helps bring people back to institutions, if they persist in it. 
 
 
Casing people out, feeding them what they want to hear is a common tactic. 
 

Inmate: “Oh, yeah, sir, OK, no problem.” 
 

Inmate: “I ended up getting a job just to pacify him.” 
 
But feeding them what they want only closes the door to change.  
 
When we “case people out,” we look for their weakness.  We listen for what we 
think they want to hear.  Once we think we understand what the person wants, 
we feed it to them.   
 
We’re hoping to get something from them — or to get them off our back.   
 
If we want something from them, we may say something to put their fears at 
ease, or give them confidence in us, or tell a lie to satisfy them. 
 

Example:  To a Parole Officer — “Oh yes sir, I’ll do everything you have 
  lined up for me.” 
 
Reality:   We might have no intention of doing what we promise.  
 
 

If we want to get them off our back, we feed them what we think they want to 
hear — hoping they will leave us alone, move on or stop confronting us.   
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Example:  We comply with some of the conditions of parole or probation 
to convince our P.O. that we’re making progress.  Meanwhile, 
we continue to get high or do crimes. 

 
Reality:   Our compliance may be a smoke screen.  In reality, we may be 

doing dope or drinking or breaking the law.  Eventually it quits 
working, when our addiction gets out of control, or we’re 
caught committing  another crime.   

 
Some of us learn at a very young age how to case people out and feed them 
what we think they want to hear.  We learn how to manipulate our parents, 
school officials, probation officers and the courts.  It becomes a habit:  we do it 
automatically.  We may not even be aware we’re doing it.   

 
In an institution, we have many opportunities to practice this habit.  We tell case 
managers, parole boards and family members what we think they want to hear — 
in the hope of  being released sooner.  We might have no intention of honoring 
those promises or conditions of release.   

 
Casing people out, feeding them what they want, often works — in the short run.  
But if we continue to use this tactic, we will eventually fail, because we’re not 
facing the truth.  If we really want to change and be free, we have to realize when 
we’re using this tactic — or about to use it — and have the courage to deal with 
the truth. 
 
 

Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 
  

This tactic is one you’ve seen — or will see — often:  offenders or clients try to 
figure out what you want to hear, then tell you all the “right” things. 

 
One reason it’s common is because it often works.   

 
This tactic can include telling only part of the truth, to “look good” and conceal 
true intentions or past actions.  Many tactics can be combined, such as lying, 
vagueness and changing the subject. 

 
Becoming more aware of this tactic allows us to gain an important insight.  It can 
help us to distinguish between temporary compliance and a true desire to 
change. The difference may not be apparent at first.  But there is a simple test:  
time.  Time and behavior eventually show whether a person is sincere.  Our 
objectivity and professionalism can keep us from being too gullible or too cynical. 

 
If you suspect someone is not sincere, only feeding you what you want to hear, 
how would you deal with it? 
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Consider the following example:  “Mr. Jones, you said you’re willing to comply 
with these conditions.  Tell me how you plan to do this.” 
 
A.  What insights could you possibly gain by asking this question? 
 
B.  How would you monitor this client’s progress? 
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Tactic: GENERALIZATION – “Everyone does it.  Why not me?” 
 
 
ROLE PLAY  (Ricklin Bussard – Corrections Counselor) 
 
Ricklin: “OK, we’re going to do a situation that would happen at Diagnostic, a 
person coming into the system. I’ll be the person asking the questions of the 
inmate. We’ll have a volunteer come up, please.” 
 
Corrections Counselor: “Mr. Jones, I’m going over your file here. I do need to ask 
you about this grand larceny charge. According to my record, it looks like you 
were apprehended with a lot of jewelry in your pocket, walked out of the store, 
and obviously were found guilty on this charge. I need to know if this situation is 
accurately reflected here in these charges in this report.” 
 
Inmate: “Man, I don’t even know why I’m here. You know, I had some stuff under 
my coat, I walked out, and I just forgot to pay. Man, you know, anybody can 
make that mistake. It was a mistake. Why am I here?” 
 
Corrections Counselor: “You’re here because you were found guilty of grand 
larceny. Because you had over two thousand dollars in jewelry in your pocket.” 
 
Inmate: “That’s a bunch of baloney, man.” 

 
Corrections Counselor: “So what you’re saying is you didn’t do this crime?” 
 
Inmate: “Man, look, haven’t you ever had like somebody’s given you change, and 
they gave you more change that would you should’ve got, and you kept it?” 
 
Corrections Counselor: “Well, there’s been times, yeah. You know, you go to the 
drive in. They give you maybe too much change, and you don’t realize till you get 
home. But they’re not going to get you for grand larceny.” 
 
Inmate: “Exactly. But why am I in here, and you’re not?” 
 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: Any comment about a tactic in that segment?  
 

Inmate: “Diverting the attention off what he did and onto, ‘Well, I’m not the 
only one that’s ever done this. There’s plenty other people that should be 
in here because I shouldn’t be the only one.’” 

 
Inmate: “He minimized his theft by basically telling the counselor, ‘Well, 
you’re a thief, too. You are no better than me. You are exactly like me, 
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only I got caught, and you got away. So what is the difference between 
your little two dollar skit to my two thousand dollar skit?’” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Yeah, he’s taken a point and generalized it to a place where it’s 
absurd.  It’s like saying that a person who’s an alcoholic and a person who has 
one beer week are the same because they’re both drinking alcohol.  
 

Inmate: “The absurdity to me, is the key.  Comparing two thousand dollars 
and intentionally stealing two thousand dollars worth of jewelry, to even if 
it was twenty dollars in excess change from a store.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Somebody else had a comment on this, generalizing a point until 
it becomes ridiculous or absurd. 
 

Inmate: “I was in court here not too long ago, and I had raised my right 
hand. The bailiff says, ‘Do you swear to tell the whole truth?’ And I said, 
‘Well, only if I can tell it like President Clinton.’ If I would have went in front 
of a grand jury and swore in and didn’t tell the truth, I’d be doing fifteen to 
twenty years right now for not telling the truth.” 

 
Inmate: “You know, when we sit here, we say, ‘Well, they can do it; we 
can do it. They can get away with it, why can’t we?’. Those guys that are 
supposed to be superior to us and better than us.  Again, it’s not an 
excuse, but these are things that go through our minds.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: All right. Those are things that go through your mind.  But the 
point is, all of us have to decide how we’re going to lead our lives, regardless of 
what the President does, what a guard does, what the president of a bank may 
do.  You can find corruption in any field. I mean, there are crooked psychologists, 
right? 
 

Inmate: “No!” 
 
Dr. Samenow: Yes, I kid you not! There are crooked ministers who will help 
themselves to the collection plate. Let’s say that you bring up the point that 
somebody in a position of power does what you’re doing, and they’ve gotten 
away with it. OK, and that’s a fact; that’s not disputable. But if you’re bringing that 
up to get away from your issue, then that is a tactic. Because we can’t change 
the guy out there. I mean, we’re not dealing with it. But we are dealing with you 
and your life.  
 

Inmate: “Everything you’re getting to in this whole week has been 
accountability, accepting responsibility for our actions and our choices. To 
keep yourself focused on making your change, and still dealing with 
everything on a daily basis, and that ain’t easy. It’s a rough thing here.” 
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Dr. Samenow: Well, actually, I would go a step beyond that. It isn’t easy. It is, I 
believe, the hardest thing that any of us can ever do. We are the way we are. We 
have developed certain habits over many years, as has been point out, even 
going back to childhood. If you decided just to brush your teeth differently, just 
take that - you’ve been brushing your teeth a certain way your whole life. And if 
you just decided you were going to brush your teeth differently, every single time 
you picked up a toothbrush, you have to start thinking about the habit and how 
you were going to do it differently. Now that would be just to brush your teeth, but 
we’re not talking about anything that small. We’re talking about changing a whole 
way of facing life. A whole of thinking. A whole way of dealing with ourselves and 
other people. I would say it is the most difficult thing that a person can do.  
 

Inmate: “I really have to keep the focus on me, if I’m going to change. It’s 
not easy. Believe me, it’s not easy. But striving in that direction, trying to 
really, really change that attitude of throwing the focus on other people, 
using them as examples. Well, so and so did this, or these people do that. 
This administration is like this. But what about you? Change - first you’ve 
got to change within. You can’t change nothing around you. The only thing 
that you can change is yourself and what you deal with every day of your 
life, keeping the focus on yourself.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Exactly. That’s why equating two things--what you have done and 
what somebody else has done, or even allegedly has done, gets you absolutely 
nowhere because you’re going away from yourself. 
 
 
The tactic is generalization, saying to ourselves or others: everyone does it, why 
not me?  
 

Inmate: “What is the difference between your little two dollar skit to my two 
thousand dollar skit?” 

 
Inmate: “Well, if they can do it, we can do it. If they can get away with it, 
why can’t we?” 

 
Generalization - it’s one more tactic to take the spotlight off ourselves and our 
need to change.  

 
If you like the life you have, keep doing what you’re doing.  If you want to change, 
find out how you get yourself into trouble.    
 
One of the surest roads to trouble is to avoid the truth; to lie to yourself.  Then 
you won’t have to face what you’ve done.  You won’t see any reason to change. 
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If you want a different life, have the courage to look at the ways we lie to 
ourselves and others.  There are many ways we can lie.  Every Tactic is a way to 
avoid the truth. 
 
Saying, “Everybody else does it.  Why can’t I?,” is another way to cover up the 

truth about destructive acts.  It’s a way to avoid our own responsibility. 
 
Example: “You kept a dollar in change that didn’t belong to you.  You’re no 

different than someone who robs a bank.” 
 
Fact:  It’s true that keeping change that does not belong to us is a form of 

stealing.  Honest people find a way to return the money.  Still, saying 
a simple mistake or a small slip is the same as bank robbery is 
absurd.  The possible harm to ourselves and others is enormously 
different.  It’s an easy way to hide from the truth. 

 
It’s easy to find reasons to justify illegal or immoral actions. 

 
Example: “Look at all the politicians who lie and steal.  I‘m no worse than they 

are.  If they can do it, why can’t I?” 
 
Fact:   It’s true that there are cases of politicians and others in authority who 

have been caught lying and stealing.  But if we want to change, we 
must look at ourselves.  We can only control and change our own 
behavior.  No matter what others do, personal change requires 
keeping the focus on ourselves. 

 
 

Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 
 
At one time or another, nearly all of us have been skillfully manipulated — or at 
least distracted by this Tactic.  

 
Maybe you’re discussing a client’s inappropriate behavior.  He becomes 
defensive; the next thing you know, he’s talking about other people’s misdeeds:  
fellow offenders, the corrupt legal system, dishonest judges or “mistakes” you’ve 
made.  He’s describing a world in which lots of people do wrong, but everyone 
else is getting away with it.   

 
If we focus on the merits of what the client is describing — and some of it could 
well be true — we’ve missed the point.  The client has just done a magic act, 
making his own inappropriate behavior seem to disappear.  What does 
“Everyone does it,”  have to do with the client’s behavior?  Nothing at all. 
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As we become more alert to this Tactic, we can be more effective; we can keep 
the focus on the client and his or her responsibility.  We can use our judgment in 
deciding the direction and length of the discussion.  Rather than allowing sleight-
of -hand to make the truth disappear, we can shine a spotlight on it.   

 
The questions and situations below provide an opportunity to consider ways to 
become more effective: 

 
You have limited time.  You see a client violating a minor rule; you are inclined to 
give a warning.  You bring the infraction to his/her attention.  How would you 
handle each of these responses? 
 
A.  The client says, “I didn’t do it.” 
 
 
 
B.  The client continues to argue.  He says, “Everybody does it.  Why are you 

picking on me (or my group)?” 
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Tactic: SILENCE – “I reveal nothing.” 
 
In the following role play, correctional counselor Rickland Bassard plays an 
officer shaking down an inmate’s cell.  
 

ROLE PLAY 
Corrections Officer: “OK, Mr. Jones, I got a list of a bunch of things. I’ve 
got extra linens, I’ve got these pictures you’re not supposed to have, I’ve 
got a lot of extra canteen that shouldn’t be here. We got all this going on.  
Why is it that we’ve got to come to your house all the time?  We’ve got to 
find this every time we come here? Is there something you don’t 
understand? Is there something I can do to prevent this from happening 
on a regular basis?” 

 
Inmate: “No.” 

 
Corrections Counselor: “Is there anything I can do to get you to work with 
us a little bit here?” 
 
Inmate: “Whatever.” 
 

GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: The tactic? What do you see? 
 

Inmate: “He used the silent treatment, like a lot of us do. He’s just saying 
‘’What a jerk.’ In his mind. But you could see it in his face, his gesture, like, 
‘I’d just like to reach over there and just strangle this guy.’” 
 
Inmate: “I see that by him being silent, he’s taking control of the situation 
there. In here, it’s better to do something like that in the way that he was 
doing it because it doesn’t cause no problems. And you’re not getting 
yourself caught up to whereas you may end up with a report for verbal 
abuse. So I think, the tactic that I see there was silence.” 

 
Inmate: “When you play that silent treatment with them, it pisses them off. 
You know what I’m saying? So we’re using that tactic, the silent treatment, 
so to speak, silence or whatever, in a way we’re both playing a game 
here. And by me or Red, since he was in the role there, he’s saying, ‘OK, 
do what you want to do?’ – in his mind –‘I ain’t hearing you, I ain’t paying 
attention to you’ and shrug the old shoulders.  And that, in reality, gets him 
pretty hot under the collar.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: So there are three purposes of silence that have been identified. 
One is silence so that you don’t reveal anything about yourself that you don’t 
want to reveal. Two, silence to control another person. And three, silence as a 
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weapon to kind of get at somebody. How did you feel in the role play, actually, 
when you said ‘Whatever?’ Did you feel in charge of the situation? That you were 
essentially controlling that transaction or did you not feel that? 
 

Inmate: “Actually, yes I did. I felt like I did control the situation because I 
didn’t have to deal with this guy any more than a few minutes.  Then he 
was gone, and I was back into whatever I was doing in the first place. So I 
took an authority figure and made him look about this big. And that made 
me feel like, cha-chang, I win.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: See, I think that that is actually the major purpose, because what 
you do is you basically reduce the other person to ‘What can he say? What can 
he do?’ And as you just finished saying, you made him feel, at least as you’re 
thinking about it, that big. 
 

Inmate: “I use that tactic a lot, and that’s my way of saying ‘I don’t want 
you to get to know me and I don’t want to get to know you’.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: OK, but if you were to do that, let’s say with a counselor, which 
would be a different situation, what would be the result there? 
 

Inmate: “It probably wouldn’t be to my benefit to do that with a counselor, 
because a counselor is there, I believe, to help me. And if I don’t open up 
to the counselor and let the counselor know what my problems are, what 
have you, then how can the counselor help me?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: How might silence be used as a tactic to prevent change? I shifted 
the focus a little; we’re now not talking so much about this particular role play, but 
as a tactic, how does silence interfere with change, or does it? 
 

Inmate: “I think by being silent like that, you’re not opening yourself up to 
anybody else’s constructive criticism. You’re not allowing yourself to be 
open minded to any kind of change whatsoever.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: You know what it would be like? It would be like going to a 
medical doctor with a sore throat and the doctor says, “Open your mouth and let 
me look.” And you say, “No.” You have to look in the mirror, acknowledge your 
problems. So if you were silent, it would go against changing because number 
one, you wouldn’t even start to put your cards on the table. You wouldn’t even 
start to talk to that counselor. You wouldn’t even begin to let that counselor know 
who you are. Instead, you would be using silence to conceal things.  You would 
be using silence to control the meeting, because if you didn’t talk, he could do 
nothing. And you might be using silence as a weapon to reduce him, at least in 
your own eyes, to about this big. So if you were doing any of that with a 
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counselor in a program for change, this would be essentially shooting yourself in 
the foot. And these would be barriers to change. 
 
Have you ever been on the receiving end of the silent treatment?  You want to 
talk.  Or to argue — you have things to say.  And the other person won’t talk.  
End of discussion.  How does it feel? 
 
Have you ever been on the giving end of the silent treatment — when you just 
refused to talk?  Some people say they feel powerful when they do that; the 
other person feels frustrated and angry. 
 
Silence is putting out this message:  “I’m not listening to you.  I’m not 
interested.” 
 
Why do we use silence in that way?  Here are some reasons: 
 

• to avoid talking with someone we don’t trust. 
 

• .to keep others from knowing who we are and what we’re    about. 
 

• to avoid being confronted or taking responsibility for our actions.  
 

• to make ourselves feel powerful and try to control the other  person:  “I 
win; you lose.” 

 
Sometimes silence is a way to stay safe.  But when we’re talking with someone 
who could help us change, it shuts them out.  Silence builds a wall — and we’re 
likely to stay stuck in our old ways. 
 
This habit prevents us from being open to criticism, and from getting help we 
could use.  Is it smart to keep using silence?   
 
If you have used this tactic, are you willing to give it up?  Are you willing to be 
more open?  Only you can decide. 

 
Questions to consider  using your experience and perspective. 

 
You’ve probably seen this tactic often:  a client remains silent, in an attempt to 
control the situation.  Think back on some of your confrontations.  How often is 
the silent treatment their tactic of choice?  

 
What message were they trying to convey — “I don’t care;” “I’m not listening;” “I 
won’t give you the time of day;”?   An offender in the video said, “I try to make 
them feel this small — to get up under them.”  At times, they might make 
headway in accomplishing this goal.   
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Just as we remind our clients that they are responsible for how they feel and how 
they react to a situation, we know this also applies to us.  We might become 
frustrated at times and have difficulty dealing with this tactic.  We might need to 
remind ourselves to not take the client’s behavior personally. 

 
To confront this tactic, some professionals have had success with putting things 
down on paper.  For example, if a client refuses to talk with us about a situation, 
we can inform them of their options.  If they continue in their silence, we can 
show them their options in writing. They can sign the form agreeing to comply.  If 
they refuse to sign the form, we document their refusal to comply.   

 
Other confrontations can be less formal. If we make a statement and the client 
refuses to acknowledge, we might simply state, “Mr. Jones I take your silence as 
agreement.  Thank you for agreeing with me.”   Sometimes that will elicit a 
response. Choose a method that fits for you, the person and the situation. 
 
What are some other ways you could respond to silence? 
 
List some of the reasons we need to be objective (avoid taking it personally) 
when confronting clients.  What might be some benefits? 

 
Three Common Tactics 
 
Three common tactics, habits of thinking and acting that block change. First, 
casing people out, feeding what we think they want to hear. 
 

Inmate: “Oh, yeah, sir, OK, no problem.” 
 
Second, generalizing to the point of absurdity. 
 

Inmate: “Well, if they can do it, we can do it. If they can get away with it, 
why can’t we?” 

 
And third, silence. By remaining silent I reveal nothing and I control the situation. 
 

Inmate: “So is there anything I can do to get you to work with us a little bit 
here?” 

 
Inmate: “Whatever.” 

 
Three common tactics that block change. In the next Part of the course, the 
group considers what it takes to overcome these ingrained habits. 
 

Inmate: “It’s OK for me to not smoke that joint, not take that drink.” 
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Inmate: “I’m the one that created the mess. So if I was willing to create it, I 
should be willing to take the responsibility for the consequence of it.” 
 
Inmate: “It’s really hard to get accustomed to tell on yourself. Did you hear 
what I said? To tell on yourself.” 
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Part 3 
Ways to Overcome Tactics 

 
Inmate: “It’s not easy to look back at things we’ve done.” 
 
Inmate: “I remember walking into a convenience store, putting a gun in a 
lady’s face, telling her to give me the money, and watching her cry, like it 
was no big deal. And these things haunt you. And eventually it’s like, ‘I 
don’t want to be remembered for hurting people, because I don’t like to 
hurt people’.” 
 
Female Inmate: “There’s some things that I used to think were cool: 
hanging out, gang-banging, selling dope, whatever, you know. But when 
you sit down and think about it, it ain’t cool. It ain’t gonna get you 
nowhere.” 
 
Inmate: “You know I am a career criminal. You know, I got comin’ what I 
got comin’. I should have learned a long time ago, but being who I was at 
that time, I just didn’t care.” 

 
But looking back can help us look ahead.  
 

Female Inmate: “I see people all day every day and they have the rest of 
their life here, and I don’t want that.” 
 
Female Inmate: “I don’t want to live in a penitentiary and wake up and 
looking at green and yellow shirts every day. That’s not something I want 
to see any more. I don’t want to use drugs because it’s not a lifestyle I 
want. It didn’t get me anywhere but a front row seat right here.” 

 
In this course Dr. Samenow and the group have worked with six tactics, ways of 
acting that block change.  
 
The first was the tactic of attack (“You’re the problem, not me”). 
 

Inmate: “You’re supposed to help me. I’m not supposed to help you.” 
 
The next tactic was diversion (“I’m changing the subject.”) 
 

Inmate: “I gave her forty bucks to try to keep her from asking me about the 
rest of the money.” 

 
Then minimizing (It’s no big deal.”) 
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Inmate: “It’s really no big deal to give up my freedom to come back to the 
penitentiary.” 

 
Next was a tactic of casing people out (“I’ll feed you what you want.”) 
 

Inmate: “Finally I ended up getting a job just to pacify him.” 
 
Then the tactic of generalization (“Everyone does it. Why not me?) 
 

Inmate: “Well, if they can do it, we can do it. If they can get away with it, 
why can’t we?” 

 
And the tactic of silence (“I reveal nothing.”) 
 

Inmate: “Is there anything I can do to get you to work with us a little bit?” 
 

Inmate: “Whatever.” 
 
In this Part of the course, the group considers the most important question: how 
to stop the habits we call tactics.  
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: The fact is, of course, that thoughts are basic. Thoughts trigger 
action. Behavior is a result of the way that we think. So what triggers a tactic? 
Well, really, an error in thinking. A tactic is an expression of an error in thinking.  
 
Thoughts Trigger Action – Errors in Thinking Trigger Tactics 
 
Where do our actions begin? In the mind. Thoughts trigger actions. So one key to 
change is to look at our thinking. With that in mind, the group asked what errors 
in thinking triggered the tactics we used. Ernie talked about what was in his mind 
during his interview with Dr. Samenow. 
 

INTERVIEW 
Ernie: “What’s going through my head is: these guys want something 
special, specific, and I’m not giving it to them. So to hell with them.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: So after ‘to hell with them,’ then what happens? 

 
Ernie: “Well, the defense is everything. There’s no cooperation. No 
nothing.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Then the tactics are deployed. Let’s say you were at a job, 
and the job was aggravating; and you thought to yourself, the hell with 
this. Well, as soon as you decided the hell with this... 
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Ernie: “Right. All the justifications come in and all the tactics, and you 
might as well throw in the towel and give up and walk out the door.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: It’s a great example because it happens here. It would 
happen in real life. The thought comes, to hell with it. So I’m out of here, in 
one way or another.  

 
The error in thinking might be the thought, “I’m angry, so it’s OK to quit. I won’t 
face a problem.” 
 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: All right, any recollection of thoughts preceding a tactic. 
 

John: “When we were doing our interview...” 
 
The following is a section of John’s interview. 
 

INTERVIEW 
Dr. Samenow: “Any kids?” 

 
John: “Two.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “How old are they now?” 
 
John: “One’s 18 and one’s 16.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “Are you a good father?” 

 
John: “I think I am. They’re not starving.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: “Well that’s good. But my question is, is a good father 
somebody who’s broken the law and been locked up for six years? I 
mean, haven’t they been hurt by that?” 
 
John: “Yeah, they’ve been hurt by it. It’s not a perfect world either.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: “What does that mean?” 
 
John: “Well, you know, everybody’s got their problems.  

 
GROUP SESSION 

John: “I was coming through that door, and I was already hyped up to be 
defensive. You know, I was going to give you stupid answers..” 
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Dr. Samenow: “So you did what?” 

 
John: “I clammed up a little bit. I put that shield in front of me. I wasn’t 
quick to respond to your questions no more.” 
 

Dr. Samenow: “That’s for sure.” 
 
John: “No doubt, huh?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: “That’s true. That is what happened. You could practically see the 
shield descending.” 

 
John: “Slow going, too.” 
 

Dr. Samenow: “Yeah, because you were very put off. Can you summarize the 
thinking error that resulted in the shield coming down?” 

 
John: “You know, I was thinking to myself, ‘This guy just bops down here 
and wants to ask me some personal questions. I don’t want to answer no 
more quick questions, and I won’t answer no more.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: I think the thinking error then might be the fear of disclosure. 
When we are afraid, we are inclined to go on the attack or to shut down. Fight or 
flight. 
 

John: “Exactly.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: You withdrew your participation. 
 

John: “Yeah, exactly. I cut you off.” 
 

Dr. Samenow: But it was the fear of disclosure and where that 
would lead.  The error in thinking can be the thought “I don’t feel 
safe. I’ll shut down. I won’t face the problem.” 

 
Inmate: “Listening to what everybody’s been saying about this, I mean, it’s 
all true. The error in thinking that I just identified would be putting all suits 
into that category.  Thinking that every time we run into somebody that 
asks us a question, they’re gonna treat us like we were treated before. 
Thinking that everybody’s going to do that to me because that one person 
did.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: And, yet, you would be doing exactly what you would be accusing 
me or somebody like me of doing, and that is making a judgment. So you’re 
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saying, ‘Well, gee, I’m looking down at all these inmates, with my nose in the air’.  
Then you’d be saying anybody with a jacket and tie that comes in here, they’re all 
the same. So the error in thinking would be making an assumption instead of 
saying “Well, I really don’t know this person, and maybe he is just another person 
that’s gonna screw me. But then again, maybe he’s not. So let me not pre-judge 
him.” 
 
The error in thinking can be the thought “they’re all the same, so I won’t 
deal with any of them.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: It all begins in the mind. We have a certain thought. It may be “I’m 
not gonna let him in. I’m not gonna tell him anything.” And then you act on the 
basis of that thinking error. 
 
In this Part, so far we’ve seen that thoughts trigger actions, and every tactic 
begins with an error in thinking.  
 

Inmate: “What’s going through my head is these guys want something 
special, specific, and I’m not giving it to him. So to hell with them.” (I’m 
angry so it’s OK to quit) 

 
“I don’t want to answer no more quick questions.” (I don’t feel safe . . .I’ll 
shut down.) 
 
“Thinking everybody’s gonna do that to me because that one person did. “ 
(They’re all the same) 
 

 
What is the story of your life?  It is all the actions you’ve ever taken, day by day, 
moment by moment.  And how do actions begin?  As thoughts in the mind.   
 
What keeps us stuck in destructive actions?  Destructive thoughts.  Tactics that 
keep us stuck begin as errors in thinking.   
 
Here are some examples of errors in thinking — and the tactics they might lead 
to: 
 
Thinking:  “To hell with it...”  when we’re under stress.   

 
Resulting Tactics:  We stop paying attention, or become silent.  Or 
we say “Yes,” when we have no intention of following through. 
 

Thinking: “I’m angry, so it’s OK to give up.”  
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Resulting Tactics:  We refuse to face the problem and become 
silent. Or we blame or attack others. 

 
Thinking: “I don’t feel safe; I’ll shut down.”  
 

Resulting Tactics: We use silence or become vague or change 
the subject (diversion). 

 
Thinking: “They’re all the same.” (people in authority). 
 

Resulting Tactics:  We judge people before we know them.  We 
build ourselves up by putting others down.  Or we have a low 
opinion of them, feeding them what we think they want to hear.  Or 
we generalize to a point of absurdity:  “They do wrong things; why 
can’t I?”  

 
People who want to change their lives have to begin where it all starts:  the 
thoughts in their minds.  A key step for change is to become aware of thoughts 
that lead to trouble. 
 

Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 
 

As agents of change, we need to remember that we are fighting a battle 
on two fronts:  helping our clients address their thinking and their behavior.  How 
many times have we heard someone say, “I wasn’t thinking, I just did it,” or “I 
couldn’t stop myself...”  We might even find ourselves doing something similar at 
times:  we plan to run an errand after work, but drive home out of habit; we find 
ourselves pulling into the driveway, wondering why we forgot about the errand. 

 
Our habits are a very powerful influence in our daily lives.  Almost 

everything we do eventually becomes a habit of one form or another.  If our 
habits are healthy and responsible, we benefit greatly.  If our habits are 
unhealthy and irresponsible, they can be very costly.  Our clients often believe 
these habits are automatic, instinctive or sub-conscious compulsions which are 
outside of their control.  It is essential to empower our clients with the knowledge 
that we do have a choice.  Although change is difficult and requires sustained 
motivation and effort, it is possible to unlearn old habits and learn new ones. 
 
List some common cognitive skills we take for granted, but our clients might find 
difficult to develop (such as balancing a check book or finding receipts for income 
tax): 
 
Which errors in thinking or tactics might prevent them from doing the tasks you 
listed above? 
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BREAKING THE BARRIERS TO CHANGE 
Overcoming Our Fears Of Change 

 
How can we begin to change? One key is to become aware of our thoughts. But 
change itself can be frightening. The group now considers how and why. 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: During our discussions, some of you have said that change is 
frightening. Think about this personally. Why is change frightening to you? 
 

Inmate: “I’m getting ready to get out in like eleven days, and I’m scared to 
death. I’ve never been scared of getting out. Usually it’s ‘I’m getting out, 
I’m gonna get high, I’m gonna get laid. Everything’s cool, I’m going to be 
free’. Well, now I’m scared. I have no skills. I need to - I just really need to 
do a lot of different things that I haven’t done before.” (FEAR OF HAVING 
NO SKILLS) 

 
Inmate: “We’ve sat here, and we’ve talked about all of these tactics.  I can 
only speak for myself, but I’ve used each and every one of them tactics 
every day in my life for the past seventeen years. And for me to actually 
look at it like I have here and say, ‘You know what, I have to reprogram 
my whole way of life in order to accomplish anything besides sitting in this 
penitentiary’. I can do that. I can sit here because that’s familiar to me. But 
when it comes to something that I’ve never accomplished, that’s a scary 
thought. That’s a big block right there. That fear thing’s scary.” (FEAR OF 
FAILURE) 

 
Inmate: “I think that it’s frightening, like the fear of the unknown. You don’t 
know what to expect. You know, like, I’ve been living a certain way for so 
long. Now all of a sudden, I have to make this big drastic change in my 
life.” (FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN) 
 
Inmate: “I guess my fears would be: am I going to be adequate enough? 
Am I going to meet other people’s expectations? Am I going to be able to 
live up to the fact that I’m not going to get trust from everybody right 
away? Say, well, what the hell did I change for if I’m not going to get 
anything in return. Am I going to be able to bond with my son again? Am I 
going to just be able to handle all the pressures and not bail and run from 
them? And I guess that’s what I associate it with.” (FEAR OF NOT BEING 
ADEQUATE) 
 
Inmate: “You know, the only way I know out there is to not be responsible. 
If things get too hard, is to split, say ‘See ya’. Maybe the bus is running 
late. And you get this fear that your PO ain’t gonna understand and the 
halfway house ain’t gonna understand. And knowing that that’s gonna 
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bring up all these powerful instincts to say ‘I quit’. ‘I give up responsibility’ 
and say, ‘Who cares any more?’.  That’s what I’m afraid of, you know, is 
losing everything that I’ve worked so hard to gain.” (FEAR OF GIVING 
UP) 

 
Dr. Samenow: Now we have a number of fears that have been expressed about 
change. So the question is: how can I deal with my fears of change and what 
change will bring. 
 

Inmate: “I think one of the very first things I would have to do would be to 
realize that it’s OK to change. That it’s OK for me not to smoke that joint, 
not to take that drink, because being an addict and being that compulsive 
person all my life, it hasn’t been OK not to take that drink, not to smoke 
that joint. Once I realize, hey, it’s cool, man. It’s all right. You’re OK. Then 
it sets well with me, and I can go on to growth.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: The fact is there are only three possible alternatives that exist. 
Only three. No others. You can go back to drugs and crime. So you know what 
that is. You can decide not to live at all – suicide. Or you can decide to change 
even though there are no guarantees.  So maybe the best way to deal with the 
fears of change is to change. In others words, just do it. Now of course that’s 
easy for me to stand here and say. But it takes a tremendous amount of courage 
to actually go ahead and do it.  
 
The thought of changing our lives completely can be frightening.  Why?  
Consider some of the following issues:  
 
Our fear of leaving an institution without work and living skills   
 

If we spend most of our lives chasing after easy solutions, learning to live 
responsibly will be hard. 

 
Our fear of trying to change and then failing   
 

Most people leaving an institution have conditions of release.  Many have 
tried to comply with these conditions, but have failed.  We look around and 
see people who spend most of their lives going in and out of institutions. 

 
Our fear of being vulnerable   
 

We have taken some pride in being survivors.  We believe that we can 
always get what we need, regardless of who we have to take it from.  If we 
stop using our survivor tactics, are others going to take advantage of us?  
Will we become like our victims? 
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Our fear of the unknown   
 

If we make major changes in our lives, what kind of person will we become? 
Will we be able to handle painful situations that arise?  Will we be able to 
live up to others’ expectations?  Will we be able to earn back the trust of 
others?  Will we like and feel comfortable with the person we have become?  

 
Our fear of giving up   

 
After trying hard to change, will we be discouraged and quit?  Will we fall 
back into our old attitudes of self pity?  “Why try?... Who cares?... Who am I 
kidding?... I can’t do this...”  Will our old cravings return and take control of 
our lives again?  Will we be like the people we despise? 

 
Fear is a powerful force that can hold us back in some situations — but it can 
help us in others.  My fear of failure (going back to prison) can motivate me to not 
commit another crime.  If we listen to those fears they can stop us from doing 
wrong.  But our personal fears can also be a wall — a wall we feel unable to 
climb.  It’s tempting to use our fears as an excuse for not changing.  Yet, if we 
deny these fears, we give them even more control over our lives. 

 
Change is possible if we face our fears...if we recognize, accept and deal with 
our fears.  We can do this through hard work, refusing to give up, and accepting 
the help of others.  For some, it will not be one day at a time, it will be one 
moment at a time. 

 
Questions to consider using your experience and perspective. 

 
We know from personal experience how difficult it is to deal with fear.  If we have 
attained some level of maturity, these fears are often more manageable.  The 
less maturity we have, the harder it is for us to manage these fears.  Many of the 
people we work with believe these fears are insurmountable.   

 
How do we help clients address their fears?  As with any process of change, it 
must begin with honesty.  Talking honestly with others about our fears can help 
us to become more aware of them.  And it can open our minds to the input of 
others.  This feedback can help us to put our fears into a more realistic 
perspective.  

 
Some fears are healthy, and some are not.  To be afraid of committing a crime 
because you fear the consequences is healthy.  To be afraid of talking to 
someone you are attracted to is not.  One way to help someone see this 
difference is to discuss the “worst-case scenario.”  Ask, “If you listen to this fear, 
what’s the worst thing that could happen?” And ask, If you set aside this fear, 
what’s the worst thing that could happen?” 
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Example:  A man is on parole, and someone invites him to join in on a 

burglary.  He fears getting caught, violating parole, and being sent to prison on a 
new case.  If he listens to this fear, what’s the worst thing that could happen? He 
might say “no thanks” to the burglary, and miss out on getting the illegal money.  
If he ignores this fear, what’s the worst thing that could happen? He commits the 
crime, gets caught, and causes extreme consequences for himself and others.  
To prevent this from happening, this person needs to listen to his fear. 

   
Example:  A woman needs a job, but fears that she will be turned down. 

The worst-case scenario: she might feel embarrassed or humiliated. This person 
needs to go for the opportunity and not listen to her fear. 
 
List some worst-case scenarios for a client who is getting out on parole for the 
first time.  He has expressed his fear of failing due to a lack of job skills. 
 
Which of  the worst-case scenarios you listed could he prevent if he listens to his 
fears?  Which of  these could he prevent if he sets aside his fears? 
 
 
THOUGHTS TRIGGER ACTIONS – ERRORS IN THINKING 
TRIGGER TACTICS 
 
We know that change begins with awareness of our thinking. We know that our 
thoughts trigger actions. And we know that errors in thinking trigger tactics. In the 
final session, the group takes up the key question: How do we stop using tactics? 
 
 
GROUP SESSION 
Dr. Samenow: What we’re going to talk about now is how do we stop using these 
tactics which are automatic, which have been part of us, and with us, for so long. 
To stop using tactics,  the first step to recognize it after it’s happened.  
 
STEP 1: Catch Yourself - “I just used a tactic” 
 
Dr. Samenow: So after you said, “You don’t understand,” or after you’ve said, “I 
don’t like the question.” Or you sit there in stony silence trying to intimidate 
somebody or just not disclose.  You catch yourself and you think about it. And 
you think about how you’ve done that all your life. And what that has resulted in. 
And even bring back the memory of what this place was like. So that’s step one: 
it’s catching yourself after it’s happened. 
 

Inmate: “It’s not very easy to continue on when you recognize that? I 
mean, who wants to? I didn’t.” 

 



Commitment to Change – Habits that Block Change 

60 

Dr. Samenow: That’s right - even though you caught yourself afterwards, it’s still 
a big step.  It shows that you recognize it, rather than you just go about your 
business, doing the same old stuff, having the same old results. I mean, you 
could actually take some satisfaction that you are on the road to making this 
change. So becoming aware really is the first step. But now what I’d like to do is 
just a brief exercise.  If you can think of a tactic that you have used either in an 
interview with me or a tactic you’ve used in a role play. Think of what it was and 
what you might have said to handle it differently. 
 
The first to respond was Dan, who said in his interview, “No, I don’t like that 
question.” 
 

Dan: “I think I could have been more honest with you.  Instead of saying ‘I 
don’t like the question,’ and getting all defensive, I could have said, ‘You 
know that’s a hard question for me to answer’ and not judging you right off 
the bat as I did.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Actually, you could have said, “I don’t really like the question 
because I’m not comfortable with it, and it’s hard for me to think about this.” And 
then gone and said what you wanted to say. There’s nothing wrong with not liking 
the question. I want to get this across. You don’t have to agree with me. You 
don’t have to like me. You don’t have to like what I’ve said. So the fact that you 
said, “I don’t like the question” - that was not the problem. It was the shutting 
down with it. It’s “I don’t like the question” like, “Who the hell do you think you are 
asking me this question?” So an alternative is to have said the same thing but to 
kind of step back and talk about why you didn’t like the question, why it made you 
uncomfortable, that you were gonna try to answer it.  That would have been a 
more open line of communication. Anybody else with an example of a specific 
tactic that they have used and how they might have used a more responsible 
alternative. 
 
 
In his interview, Steve responded to a question about what brought him back to 
prison. “Technical parole violations.” 

 
Steve: “When I look at the tactic that I was using--minimization--minimizing 
my role in the situation, a more responsible way would have been to say, 
‘I’m the one that created the mess, so if I was willing to create it, I should 
be willing to take the responsibility for the consequence of it’.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: All of this is part of this step one, because what we’re talking 
about is how to avoid simply repeating these tactics on and on and on, forever. 
So the first step is to catch yourself afterwards. And also to think about really 
what you just did and say, “This is how I’ve been. This is what I’m trying to get rid 
of.” Think to yourself - of course, you have to make yourself do this - and think, 
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“Well, I could have done X” - something more responsible - and what that would 
be. That is a start. 
  
STEP 2: Catch Yourself BEFORE You Use a Tactic 
 
Dr. Samenow: Now, of course, if I can catch myself before I use a tactic, well, 
that’s so much the better. If you caught yourself just as you were about to use the 
tactic, what might you have done differently? Wasn’t your statement, when you 
were trying out different answers, “How does that sound?”  
 

Ernie: “Yeah, I guess I could have said ‘I don’t quite understand what you 
mean. Can you give me an example of what you’re looking for?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: That, I think, is a perfectly legitimate alternative. 
 

Ernie: “So I have a question for you. I have heard you state it’s OK to say 
‘I don’t like that question.’” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Sure, but I was saying it’s the attitude in which you say it. If I say 
to you, “I don’t like that question,” or if I say to you “Well, Ernie, I don’t like that 
question, but this is why I find it uncomfortable,” I think that’s very different. One 
opens communication and the other shuts it down. 
 

Ernie: “Would you also say that being truthful, honesty, is basically the 
best way to go at all times?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Yes. I think for those of us who have spent a lot of our life finding 
different ways to deceive people and lying, we’ve got to go almost to the other 
extreme. It’s like the alcoholic – maybe he shouldn’t even have the first sip of a 
beer. So I’m saying, err on the side of telling the truth and that yes, honesty is the 
way to go there. 
 

Ernie: “It’s really hard to get accustomed to telling on yourself. Did you 
hear what I said – to tell on yourself?” 

 
Dr. Samenow: I think that’s very well put.  
 

Ernie: “But it’s fact. It’s a reality. The situation is going to come up with 
people or whatever, excuse me, but confessions are just not – I mean, it’s 
funny, but it’s not funny.”  

 
Dr. Samenow: It’s not funny. 
 

Ernie: “Because then you have to face your consequences, OK? We’re 
not accustomed to doing that, OK?” 
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Dr. Samenow: Yes, you’re not accustomed to doing that. But of course, I’m not 
saying that you go around confessing everything to everybody. You don’t have to 
walk around with your soul on your sleeve, visible to all. But let’s talk about – if 
you were seeing a counselor or somebody who is really designated to help you, 
then telling on yourself and confession in full is necessary. 
 

Ernie: “OK.” 
 
Dr. Samenow: You don’t have to tell everything about yourself to everybody you 
meet, but being honest with people and going back to your question about 
saying, “I don’t like the question,” you could ask me something and I could say, 
“Well, that is a very difficult question and I don’t really like the question that 
much, but I’ll do my best to try to answer it.” If I say it that way, a) I’m saying it 
with respect to the person who’s asked it; b) I am being honest; and c) I am 
certainly still trying to meet that person more than halfway. And I am not shutting 
down and saying, “I don’t like that question,” kind of daring the guy to ask me 
anything more.  
 

Ernie: “OK, I’m glad you broke that down like that, because that’s exactly 
what we’ve been going through in this whole ordeal.  Are we going to 
break down and tell you stuff that is basically very personal, if you will, to 
us?  Stuff that we may not be comfortable letting out of the bag. Emotions 
are not something that we’re even accustomed to dealing with on a day to 
day basis in reality. Thank you.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: Your point is well-made. 
 
 
Tactics are a way to build a wall, to hide the truth from others. If we want to 
change, the first step is to catch ourselves after we use a tactic. Then with 
practice we can reach the second step: catch ourselves before we use a tactic. 
The third step is to catch the error in thinking.  
 
STEP 3 – Catch the Error in Thinking 
 
Dr. Samenow: The third and final step is to become aware of the error in thinking. 
If you can catch the error of thinking, then you won’t even get to the tactic. 
Remember we said the tactic is an expression of an error of thinking. If you want 
to hide something, the error of thinking is hiding, not revealing. And if you catch 
that, then you’re not going to go on the attack or start minimizing or diverting or 
lapsing into silence. The three steps that I have just mentioned: catching the 
tactic after, catching the tactic before, and catching the error of thinking;, these 
are all stages in trying to change, in trying to actually get rid of tactics that are not 
productive. So you do one, then as you become good at that, then you become 
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more inclined to be able to catch it early.  Then when you’re doing that pretty 
well, you are able to interrupt the thought before you get to the tactic. So you 
have to be patient with yourself.  This is not something that happens overnight, 
but like anything else that you train for, it does take time and a lot of 
concentration and effort. 
 
 
Change is never easy, so the group looked again at reasons they want to 
change. 
 

Inmate: “I know that if I don’t try to change from the lifestyle that I’ve lived, 
then I’ll be here for the rest of my life. I ain’t got but one more shot at life.” 
 
Inmate: “You know, sometimes  when I’m in my cell,  I’ll be wondering: ‘Is 
this my destination?’ I’m wondering, ‘Will I die in here?’.” 
 
Female Inmate: “I was a walking, talking lie at one point. I was a breathing 
lie. Everything I said and everything I did was false.. Nothing was true 
about my entire lifestyle.  That’s what needs to change, and I have to do 
that to survive.” 

 
Inmate: “I don’t want to be remembered for hurting people, because I don’t 
like to hurt people.” 
 
Inmate: “You know, I’ve missed out on my nieces and nephews getting 
born.  I’ve missed out on all the things I’ve taken for granted.  That hurts. 
And unless I make a commitment to myself, and I have the courage and 
the strength to make these changes that I’m gonna make, then I’m gonna 
miss out on the rest of my life.  I don’t want to do that.” 
 
Female Inmate: “I don’t want to live in the penitentiary and wake up and 
look at green and yellow shirts every day. That’s not something I want to 
see any more. I don’t want to use drugs. It’s not a lifestyle I want. It didn’t 
get me anywhere but a front row seat right here.” 

 
Dr. Samenow: So what has this all been about? Well, we’ve really been talking 
about how we hide from ourselves, and we hide from other people, because we 
all have flaws. We all have shortcomings. We all have done things that we 
certainly are not proud of. However, the first step in trying to change anything 
about ourselves is to recognize the flaw, the defect, the problem, and then to be 
willing to disclose this appropriately with people who are trying to help us change. 
If I want to change anything about myself, unless I recognize what it is, what it 
has led to, and become fed up with that part of myself, there’s no way I’m going 
to change. So the recognition of these tactics, what they are, what they look like, 
what they sound like, that has to happen. By doing that and being candid about 
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yourselves and by recognizing your own tactics, you really have given a very 
hopeful and realistic message. That message is that change is more than just a 
word. It is truly possible. 
 

Inmate: “Most of these tactics that we’ve said – diversion, manipulation, 
minimization, vagueness – it’s not telling the whole truth. And in fact when 
we’re doing that, we’re not being honest with ourselves which in turn will 
lead us back into the behaviors that brought us here in the first place.” 
 

 
How Can We  STOP Using These Tactics? 

 
 
      3 Steps For Change 

 
This series shows how our thoughts lead to our actions.  Destructive thinking  
leads to destructive tactics.  And tactics keep us stuck.   
 
How can we stop using tactics?  If we want to change, we must notice the 
tactics we use.  We must “catch ourselves” using them — and day by day, 
replace them with new habits. And, as we work to change, we have to look at 
our fears of change and learn how to deal with these feelings.  Otherwise, 
they might continue to keep us stuck. 
 
Where do we start?  What do we need to remember?  How hard do we have 
to work to make these changes possible? 
 
Step One:  Catch Yourself — “I just used a tactic.”  For example, we 
accuse someone of misunderstanding, in order to divert their attention.  If we 
really want to change, we have to recognize what just happened.  We need to 
notice when we use tactics. 
 
The moment that happens we have a decision to make:  “Do I let it slide or do 
I admit to it?”  If we are sincere about change, we need to take responsibility 
for what we did.  That means stopping ourselves and responding with 
honesty:  “I’m sorry; I was feeling uncomfortable and I tried to change the 
subject.”  It is very important to do this each time we find ourselves lapsing 
back into these old habits. 

 
Step Two:  Catch Yourself Before You Use a Tactic.  With practice, we will 
become skilled at recognizing these tactics.  Then we stop ourselves before 
we use them.  We may be thinking, “I don’t like what this guy is asking me.”  
We can be honest and tell the person how we feel, in a way that keeps 
communication open.   
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Our honesty needs to be balanced with respect for others — and for 
ourselves.  We have to decide how much we can trust that person... 
how much information that person needs to know.  The more we trust 
a person, the more honest we can be. 

 
Step Three:  Catch The Error In Thinking.  With practice, we will be able to 
catch the thought that would otherwise lead us to use a tactic.  Someone 
honestly disagrees with us and we find ourselves thinking, “This guy’s just trying 
to put me down.”  We can catch this error — and recognize that it grows out of 
our fear of being put down, our fear of being humiliated.  We can choose to not 
react.  We can change the way we see this situation and accept that he has a 
right to disagree with us, and that we can actually look stronger in the eyes of 
others if we acknowledge that. 

 
 

Questions to consider using your experience and perspective 
 
If someone wants to master a skill, they have to use it — to practice it.  As agents 
of change, we have the opportunity to do two things.  First, we can teach our 
clients responsible living skills.  We do this through discussions, videos, 
worksheets, reading assignments and personal journal writing.  Our second task 
is to provide opportunities for our clients to practice the skills they’re learning.  
We do this based on our situation and the options available to us.  
 
We all work in different environments.  If we are teachers, no two classes are 
alike.  If we are counselors, we use different therapeutic tools for different clients.  
If we are line staff in an institution, every assignment and every area presents 
unique challenges.  What we share in common is the belief that personal change 
is possible.   
 
How, then, can we assist our clients in addressing these errors and tactics?  
Each of us must find methods and styles which fit our unique situation.  These 
must include opportunities for clients to practice responsible living skills. 
 
List the different ways you are — or will be — teaching your clients about errors 
in thinking and tactics that block change.  
 
List the ways you are — or will be — providing opportunities for them to practice 
these skills. 
 
What are some changes or improvements you could make to benefit everyone 
involved in your area? 
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Conclusion 
Using the tools Dr. Samenow demonstrates in his dialogue with these groups, 
counselors can assist their clients in making difficult and necessary changes for 
the future. Understanding thinking errors, recognizing them, and replacing them 
with productive, pro-social thinking is critical for clients reentering society from 
incarceration. This is a painstaking, often repetitive process and the counselor 
must be sure to acknowledge and praise all changes in this direction while 
keeping the client focused on continuing to scrutinize their thoughts and make 
the connections between how these thoughts lead to feelings and behavior. 
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Appendix A: Post Test and Evaluation  for Commitment 
to Change – Habits that Block Change  
 
Directions:  To receive credits for this course, you are required to take a post 
test and receive a passing score.  We have set a minimum standard of 80% as 
the passing score to assure the highest standard of knowledge retention and 
understanding.  The test is comprised of multiple choice and/or true/false 
questions that will investigate your knowledge and understanding of the materials 
found in this CEU Matrix – The Institute for Addiction and Criminal Justice 
distance learning course.   
 
After you complete your reading and review of this material, you will need to 
answer each of the test questions.  Then, submit your test to us for processing.  
This can be done in any one of the following manners: 
 

1. Submit your test via the Internet.  All of our tests are posted electronically, 
allowing immediate test results and quicker processing.  First, you may 
want to answer your post test questions using the answer sheet found at 
the end of this appendix.  Then, return to your browser and go to the 
Student Center located at: 

 
http://www.ceumatrix.com/studentcenter 

 
Once there, log in as a Returning Customer using your Email Address and 
Password.  Then click on ‘Take Exam’ and you will be presented with the 
electronic exam. 

 
To take the exam, simply select from the choices of "a" through "e" for 
each multiple choice question.    For true/false questions, select either "a" 
for true, or "b" for false.  Once you are done, simply click on the submit 
button at the bottom of the page.  Your exam will be graded and you will 
receive your results immediately.  If your score is 80% or greater, you will 
receive a link to the course evaluation.  , which is the final step in the 
process.  Once you submit the evaluation, you will receive a link to the 
Certificate of Completion.  This is the final step in the process, and you 
may save and / or print your Certificate of Completion. 

 
If, however, you do not achieve a passing score of at least 80%, you will 
need to review the course material and return to the Student Center to 
resubmit your answers.     
 
OR 

http://www.ceumatrix.com/studentcenter�
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2. Submit your test by mail using the answer sheet found at the end of this 
package.  First, complete the cover page that will identify the course and 
provide us with the information that will be included in your Certificate of 
Completion.  Then, answer each of the questions by selecting the best 
response available and marking your answers on the sheet.  The final step 
is to complete the course evaluation (most certifying bodies require a 
course evaluation before certificates of completion can be issued).  Once 
completed, mail the information, answer and evaluation sheets to this 
address:   

 
CEU Matrix - The Institute for Addiction and Criminal Justice Studies 
P.O. Box 2000 
Georgetown, TX   78627 
 
Once we receive your exam and evaluation sheets, we will grade your test 
and notify you of the results.   
 
If successful, you will be able to access your Certificate of Completion and 
print it.  Access your browser and go to the Student Center located at: 

 
http://www.ceumatrix.com/studentcenter 

 
Once there, log in as a Returning Customer using your Email Address and 
Password.  Then click on ‘Certificate’ and you will be presented with a 
download of your Certificate of Completion that you may save / and or 
print.  If you would rather have your Certificate of Completion mailed to 
you, please let us know when you mail your exam and evaluation sheets; 
or contact us at ceumatrix@ceumatrix.com or 800.421.4609. 
 
If you do not obtain the required 80% score, we will provide you with 
feedback and instructions for retesting. 
 
OR 
 

3. Submit your test by fax.  Simply follow the instructions above, but rather 
than mailing your sheets, fax them to us at ((512) 863-2231.    

  
If you have any difficulty with this process, or need assistance, please e-mail us 
at ceumatrix@ceumatrix.com and ask for help.

http://www.ceumatrix.com/studentcenter�
mailto:ceumatrix@ceumatrix.com�
mailto:ceumatrix@ceumatrix.com�


© 2010 CEUMatrix  69 

Answer the following questions by selecting the most appropriate 
response.   
 
1. Tactics are behaviors used to 

a. hide from others or cover up behavior 
b. prevent people from communicating 
c. block change 
d. none of the above 
e. all of the above 

 
2.  Habits that block change are called addictions. 

a. True 
b. False 

 
3.  “You’re the problem, not me” is an example of: 

a. resistance 
b. diversion 
c. attack 
d. projection 

 
4.  Diversion is not productive because of all the following EXCEPT: 

a. it is a way of lying to ourselves 
b. it is a way of diffusing a confrontational situation 
c. it controls and manipulates people 
d. it avoids looking at our need to change 

 
5. The tactic of minimization makes it is more difficult to justify illegal behavior. 

a. True 
b. False 
 

6. When I drink I get in trouble and then I say, well I don’t get in trouble all the 
time so I continue drinking,” is an example of the tactic of 

a. defensiveness 
b. minimization 
c. diversion 
d. denial 
 

7. An attempt to pacify a person in authority by saying what you think they want 
to  hear is: 

a. diversion 
b. casing them out 
c. conning 
d. agreement 
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8. What is the difference between your little two-dollar skit [theft] and my two 
thousand dollar skit?” is an example of: 

a.  minimization 
b.  defensiveness 
c.  generalization 
d.  diversion 

 
9. Saying to ourselves “Everyone does it, why not me?” is using the tactic of 

generalization. 
a. True 
b. False 

 
10. The purposes of the tactic of silence include all EXCEPT: 

a. to control another person 
b. to stall for time 
c. to “get to” someone 
d. so that you don’t reveal anything about yourself that you don’t want to 

reveal 
 
11. Dr. Samenow tells the group there are only three possible alternatives: 

a.  go back to prison, get a job, change your thinking 
b.  die of a drug overdose, go back to crime, get clean and sober 
c.  go back to drugs and crime, suicide, change 
d.  go back to drugs and crime, go back to prison, get a job  
 

12. A tactic is an expression of an error in thinking. 
a. True 
b. False 

 
13. The first step in stopping the use of “tactics” is to recognize it before it 
happens. 

a. True 
b. False 

 
14. Changing errors in thinking requires 

a. concentration 
b. effort 
c. patience 
d. time 
e. all of the above 
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15. “Errors in thinking” includes all the following self-talk except: 
a. I won’t face the problem 
b. I can get away with this 
c. I’ll shut down 
d. I don’t feel safe 

 
16. The fact that there are “crooked” people in all professions makes it easier to: 

a. avoid accountability and responsibility 
b. justify ones behavior 
c. avoid “looking in the mirror” 
d. avoid change 
e. all of the above 

 
17.  Changing thinking patterns involves a simple decision to do things 
differently. 

a. True 
b. False 

 
18.  Generalization involves small, logical steps to include related behaviors. 

a. True 
b. False 

 
19.  By using ____________, it is easier to justify illegal behavior: 

a. rationalization 
b. minimization 
c. generalization 
d. a and b 
e. b and c 

 
20. An example of minimizing behavior used by an inmate was: 

a. “They were only ‘technical violations’ “ 
b. “Everybody does it.” 
c. “It was my first offense.”  
d. “Haven’t you ever taken something?” 
 

21.  “The way to change your behavior every day is to stay aware of the way 
you’re thinking every day.” 

a. True 
b. False 
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22.  A strong sense of power and control over the other person is most often 

associated with: 
a. diversion 
b. minimization 
c. attack  
d. silence 
 

23.  “You’re supposed to help me, I’m not supposed to help you,” “I think you’re 
being a little pushy on me,” and “You’re not understanding me are you?” are 
expressions of: 

a. diversion 
b. minimization 
c. attack 
d. defensiveness 

 
24.  Automatically attacking or shutting down is a “fight-or-flight” response. 

a. True 
b. False 
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