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LESS STRESS MORE HAPPINESS – Dr. Baruch Elitzur
Coping with Intrusive Thoughts
Intrusive thoughts stem from three factors:

1) Many people tend to reconstruct past experiences from their memory.  For example, a frightening or painful event that we have experienced, serious mistakes we have made, annoyances and insults we have experienced from others, or incidents in which we have hurt others.

2) Many people tend to imagine dangerous and frightening experiences in the future. For example, dangerous natural phenomena, wars and terrorism, fear of failure in an exam or at work, and fear of accident, illness, or death of a close person.

3) Many people are also bothered by problems in the present which they are powerless to change. For example, physical problems, economic problems, and family problems.  

Intrusive thoughts can be compared to a computer program that is found in the brain of every person in the world.  Like every character attribute, a high level of “the Intrusive thought program” activity stems from heredity of one of the parents and/or from painful experiences that the person experienced in life.  Sadly, this program is capable of arousing very painful emotions.  When a person reconstructs in his imagination negative events he experienced in the past, Intrusive thoughts may bother him during the day and even cause sleep disorders and unpleasant dreams.  Often, anticipation of future dangers may arouse a similar reaction.  Fortunately, similar to many other computer programs, although the program cannot be deleted completely, it can be removed from the computer screen.  Thus, the “Intrusive thought program” in the human brain can be removed from the screen.

When a computer program is defective and suddenly jumps on the computer screen and disrupts our activity on the computer, a person unfamiliar with computers may experience anxiety, lest the computer is malfunctioning or has been attacked by a computer virus.  Since “knowledge is power”, when we learn to press the right buttons on the computer, with the goal of quickly removing the negative program from the screen, we calm down and even feel pride for having acquired experience in operating the computer.  The conclusion is, that similar to every character attribute, it is possible to learn to decrease the intensity of the “Intrusive thought program” from our mind, thus enriching our life experience and increasing our control over our mind and body.  On this website, there are descriptions of multi-nuanced methods for relaxation which contribute toward control over Intrusive thoughts.

This computer program can be compared to driving on an imperfect road in a car that has only two windows: front and rear. While the driver looks through the rear window, he sees all the mishaps and potholes that he has already passed by.  When he looks through the front windshield, he sees the mishaps and potholes that he is about to encounter.  Drivers who tend to negative thinking will feel anxiety and will not gain any experience from driving on this road. On the other hand, drivers who lean toward positive thinking will drive cautiously on the imperfect road, will derive positive lessons from all the mishaps and potholes experienced thus far, and they will continue to drive with greater confidence.
Similar to most computer programs present in the human brain, the “Intrusive thoughts program” greatly contributed to the survival of prehistoric man.  When the latter returned from a hunt and was miraculously saved from a predator, reconstructing the dangerous experience raised the level of stress hormones in his blood and caused him to feel anxiety.  On the other hand, reconstructing the past experience encouraged him to prepare a positive contingency plan for coping, in case he encountered a similar danger in the future.  This positive thinking calmed him.  Similarly, before setting out on a hunt, he imagined possibilities of encountering multi nuanced dangers, something that raised the level of stress hormones in his body and caused feelings of anxiety relating to future expectations. 

Planning positive methods of coping lowered the level of stress hormones, and he set out on the hunt cautious but calm.  By exploiting the Intrusive thoughts in a positive manner, he acquired life experience and was able to teach methods for improving survival in a time of danger to his friends and to his children. Sadly, for many people in the modern era, their approach to this wonderful computer program is different from that of prehistoric man.  In the modern era, when people recall a painful past experience, foresee a dangerous future event, or are obsessed by thoughts related to their present situation – the level of their stress hormones rises, they feel anxiety, and their concentration and memory are damaged.
It is recommended that people in modern times learn from the approach of prehistoric man and note in their personal diaries every Intrusive thought deriving from past memory or from future expectations, and under these, write down all the possible ways of coping positively.  In the case of Intrusive thoughts relating to past memories, we have to resign to the fact that it is impossible to change the past. However, we are able to learn lessons and to plan how to cope better, in case we encounter similar experiences in the future.  In this manner, we acquire life experience.  In case the Intrusive thought relates to future expectations, we have to resign to the fact that the negative expectations have not yet occurred. It is desirable to write a plan of how we shall cope in case the negative thing does occur.
When the Intrusive thoughts focus on present problems, we have to do our best to solve them.  In the event that there is no possibility of changing the reality, we have to resign ourselves to the situation and to learn to decrease our negative feelings, thus controlling our Intrusive thoughts.  I recommend writing down the following saying in a place we can re-read and implement it: “When we encounter a phenomenon that bothers us, we shall do our best to change it. If there is no possibility of changing the situation, we shall change our approach to it.”
A Case Presentation:

   Jack works as technician in a factory. He is married and has two children. Jack loves his job but, due to the recent economic crisis, he anticipates being laid off in the near future. During the last month, he has hardly slept more than a few hours each night. Intrusive thoughts about being unable to get another job bother him day and night.

    In order to understand Jack's catastrophic expectations, I asked him, "How do you see the future, in case you will be laid off?" 
His answer was very quick: "I am afraid to think about it. If it happens, I would feel awful. It will be disastrous for my family." 

    I asked Jack, "If your fears would actualize, would you get crazy and be hospitalized? Or, would you commit suicide?"
    Jack answered very quickly: "No way, I would never commit suicide, and I am not going to get crazy. My family needs me. They would not survive without my help."
     "So what would you do?" I asked.
    "I told you. I am afraid even to think about it," he answered with tears in his eyes.

    I told Jack about Lucy's Legacy (For more details review chapter: "Evolutionary Psychology") and how she survived in her harsh environment. I also mentioned how people survived during the Holocaust and world wars. I explained to Jack the contribution of intrusive thoughts to the survival of Lucy and her contemporaries. "When Lucy heard that a new predator invaded their territory, she became very scared and suffered from intrusive thoughts and probably she did not sleep at nights like you. However, the important difference between the two of you is that she made a contingency plan such as: If the predator attacks from the left side, I'll climb a tree and if it attacks from the right side, I'll jump to the lake. The problem with your approach is that you just keep thinking about the problem and not how to cope with it."

     While Jack's eyes were closed, I guided him to imagine the future. "Imagine that the economic crises would intensify and you were laid off. Although you do your best to find a job as a technician, there is none. You don't have enough food in the house. What are you going to do? How would you and your family survive?"
    "I know a few upper middle class families who live in my home town. I'll offer myself as a handy man. I can take good care of the yard, fix broken appliances, paint a house etc. I'll ask for minimum wage. We'll eat only basic food, no desserts, no sodas, purchase no new clothes, attend no movies. We will just survive."
    "Would your wife and your children go along with your plan? Would they be disappointed in you?"
    "No, they'll be proud of me. We will survive as Lucy survived in her harsh environment. Am I not her close relative?" He said in assertive voice. 
    Jack opened his eyes, looked straight at me, and said, "Thank you very much for forcing me to look at the future. We'll make it. We will survive."

     I suggested that Jack share with his wife our discussion and ask her to join us in the next session. Jack's wife was very supportive of him during our next meeting. She told Jack that she was aware of the fact that he is worried about being laid off from his job, but she did not realize how much he was afraid of the future. Jack told her that he did not share with her his feelings because he did not want to worry her. She stated, that if worse-comes-to-worse, she is willing to look for any type of work, such as working as a nanny or even cleaning houses. She turned to Jack and said, "I'll be like Lucy and you'll be like Lucy's boyfriend. We are going to survive and teach our children how to survive without complaining."

     Jack is still working in the same place and he is still worried about being laid off, but he is less anxious and he sleeps better at nights.

A Consultation via e-mail about Intrusive Thoughts 

     A woman unknown to me, who lives in Israel, consulted with me via email on the subject of her intrusive thoughts.  

Question: Hello, Dr. Elitzur. I read your website and I was very impressed. I would like to consult with you about something that bothers me very much. 

Recently, my intrusive thoughts, which revolve around my work, have increased. I work in a rather dynamic, stressful environment.  I have a colleague who makes my life miserable, and my thoughts mainly concern him, centering on what I have said to him, what I should have said, how I handled certain situations, and what people think about me.  

These thoughts occupy me all day long but worse than that, they do not stop for a moment, and they recur at night, resulting in interrupted sleep.  To tell the truth, the situation is intolerable… Can anything be done? With thanks for your response, Rebecca.

Dr. Elitzur’s response:  Dear Rebecca, God or nature placed like a “computer program” in the brain of every normal person calls: Intrusive Thoughts.  This program was first installed in the brain of Prehistoric man who feared predatory animals.  

The purpose of this program was that while man encountered a predator, in a certain region, to make a contingency plan how to cope with the predator if he were to meet him again.  The plan would answer questions such as: Is it better to fight, to flight, or to climb a tree?  The more predators that man encountered, and the more the intrusive thoughts bothered him, the richer his life experience would become, following the preparation of a plan appropriate to the danger. 

Unfortunately, in the modern world, the intrusive thought “program” is still active in all of us, but many people do not utilize it appropriately.  People tend to think only of the danger, instead of planning how to cope in a positive manner, if the worst should happen. 

 I recommend to you, that every time an intrusive thought comes up write it down in a personal diary or on your smart phone, what the problem is, and under it how you would respond if a similar problem were to recur. 

 When the intrusive thought next comes up, tell yourself that you have already planned how to cope and there is no need to think again about the problem.  At times, you can change or add positive multi-faceted responses to what you have already written.  

If my suggestion appeals to you, I wish for you that this week you will have many more intrusive thoughts, with the goal of practicing a new program in your computer.  I suggest that in about a week you mail me what you wrote, as an attachment.

I wish you all the best, Dr. Elitzur.

Rebecca’s Response: First, thank you Dr. Elitzur for your response and for your concern.  I feel that your recommendation has eased things for me to a great extent.  I wrote down that I was worried about being fired from my job, and under it, I wrote that I found a new, much better job.  I would like to give an example from today.  A colleague at work asked me to do something very complex.  I explained to him that I did not have the time to do it. Right away, he wrote to all the bosses in the office, that he asked me to do something, and that I had refused.  I saw this email in the evening, and had insomnia.  Right away, I thought about what people would think about me when they see what he wrote, and whether they would all conclude that I was not willing to help colleagues?  How would that make me look to others?  I recycled that thought until I got up, since I had reached a point where I could not sleep.  Do you understand the situation? Thank you again for your help, Rebecca.

Dr. Elitzur’s response:  Can you send him an assertive but non-aggressive email, in which you can note that you were disappointed by his extreme response, and explain to him in a logical way why you refused?  You can copy your email to all the people to whom he sent the complaint against you.

Rebecca’s Response: I spoke with him yesterday, and he apologized. The question is not specific, but rather, how to change things for the future   How not to get upset by every trivia and how it is not nonsense to know how to see things in proportion.  Thank you for your suggestions.  Rebecca.

Dr. Elitzur’s response: Getting upset by trivia is human nature.  Not planning how to cope with every trivial thing is illogical.  Not doing so would leave you as a scared little girl, afraid of every movement of bushes in the forest, as if it were a predatory animal.  The goal is to learn from past mistakes and thus become stronger.  I wish for you to encounter ten new trivial things every week which frighten you, in order to prepare ten coping methods for the future, which thus will strengthen you. 

All the best, Dr. Elitzur

Rebecca’s Response: I have adopted your wise suggestions. Every day, I write down the things of which I’m afraid and how to cope if negative things happen, and this greatly calms me, allowing me to go back to sleep until morning. Thank you for your help, Rebecca
People suffering from intrusive thoughts, tend to have a cautious personality more than their peers. Since “knowledge is power”, it eases for self-acceptance and for positive coping with these thoughts, reading of the chapter Cautious vs Daring is recommended.
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