
8 T A L K I N G  T O  C R A Z Y

When you’re dealing with an irrational person, your body sends 
you danger signals. Pay attention, and you’ll notice that your throat 
tightens, your pulse speeds up, you get a sick feeling in your stom-
ach, or you develop a headache. In fact, just the mention of the per-
son’s name may make you react physiologically.

This is your reptile brain (which I’ll discuss further in Chapter 2) 
telling you either to fight or flee. But if the irrational person is part 
of your personal or professional life, neither of these responses will 
solve your problem.

Instead, I’m going to teach you how to approach crazy very differ-
ently, using a six-step process I call the Sanity Cycle (see Figure 1–1).

FIGURE 1-1: The Sanity Cycle

SEE
that the other person

is acting crazy

IDENTIFY
the other 

person’s M.O.

DEAL
with your
own crazy

GO
to the other 

person’s crazy

SHOW
that you are 
not a threat

MOVE
the person to
a sane place
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16 T A L K I N G  T O  C R A Z Y

FIGURE 2–1: How Personality Develops
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FIGURE 2–2: What Personality Becomes
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FIGURE 3–1: The Nine Most Common M.O.s of Irrational People

M.O.s of Irrational People

Irrational Person’s M.O. Your Reaction

Emotional

Emotional people believe 
they need to vent or 
they’ll explode. There-
fore they cry, scream, and 
slam doors. They tend to 
overpower you because 
they’re willing to escalate 
a situation to a point that’s 
unbearable for a sane 
person. 

You may try to mollify 
these people by giving 
in to them so you can 
stop the unending emo-
tional upheaval, or you 
may become so tired of 
it all that you just try to 
escape from them.

Logical/Practical

These people think 
they’re in control only 
when they stick to the 
facts. As a result, they 
become terse, cold, and 
condescending. They tune 
out anything that seems 
illogical and nearly always 
view displays of emotion 
as “acting crazy.” 

You may start feel-
ing and acting more 
emotional and angry 
in response to these 
people’s dry and logical 
statements and the way 
they cut you off with icy 
logic. They also have a 
way of causing you to 
feel ashamed of even 
having feelings.

Manipulative/
Needy

These people believe 
that to be in control, 
they need something 
from you that they can’t 
supply themselves. So 
they whine, wheedle, 
and make excuses. If you 
suggest ways they can 
help themselves, they say, 
“Yes, but . . .” If you don’t 
give them what they want, 
often they try to control 
you by making you feel 
guilty. 

When these people are 
unrelenting, you may 
transition from feeling 
guilty and frustrated 
to feeling annoyed, 
put-upon, and ashamed 
of your deep desire to 
say something mean to 
them. You may give in 
to them just to get rid of 
them—even though you 
know they’ll just come 
back for more.
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Irrational Person’s M.O. Your Reaction

Fearful

Fearful people feel like 
they’re constantly sur-
rounded by threats. When 
something triggers their 
fear, they lash out wildly 
like a frightened dog. 
They also are much more 
comfortable than you 
being perched between 
fear and panic (because 
they are there so often).

These people evoke in 
you a nearly constant 
need to reassure them, 
which eventually gets 
exhausting and makes 
you resent them. If 
you go the extra mile 
to walk them through 
fearful situations, you’re 
likely to find yourself 
becoming a regular 
crutch because they 
can’t or won’t move a 
step without you.

Hopeless/
Withdrawn

Hopeless/withdrawn peo-
ple feel that the world will 
only hurt them, so their 
M.O. is to hide from it. 
No matter how hard you 
try to convince these peo-
ple that they can be happy 
in the future, they spend 
enormous amounts of 
energy trying to convince 
you that you’re wrong and 
that nothing will work.

These people’s negativ-
ity may leave you feel-
ing frustrated, sad, and 
a bit hopeless yourself. 
Trying to help them 
increases your chances 
of becoming part of 
their downer cycle as 
they suck the energy out 
of you.

Martyred

People who play the role 
of martyrs make a point 
of refusing to ask for help, 
even when they desper-
ately need it.

These people initially 
make you feel guilty 
for not helping, even 
though they won’t give 
you a chance. Over 
time, however, their 
martyr act can make 
you feel annoyed and 
exasperated. 

(continued)
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Irrational Person’s M.O. Your Reaction

Bullying

Bullies believe they’re 
in control only if they’re 
making you fearful and 
submissive. That’s why 
they actively attack, 
threaten, or belittle you. 
The more afraid they 
make you feel, the more 
powerful they feel.

These people make you 
feel scared, intimidated, 
weak, and powerless—
as well as angry. You 
may strike back, steam 
inside, or simply retreat 
and ruminate about 
what you could have 
done instead.

Know-It-All

Know-it-alls like being 
the only expert on any 
topic, even if they’ve 
never “been there” or 
“done that.” They will 
find cracks in any idea you 
offer, even if it’s correct. 
They know that if they 
can make you feel stupid, 
you’ll lose confidence and 
often back off and become 
submissive. Their M.O. is 
to belittle, mock, or con-
descend to you. 

These people may 
make you feel small, 
insignificant, not good 
enough, and sometimes 
ashamed—as well as 
resentful. 

Sociopathic

These people (who tech-
nically are sane, but often 
are irrational in a unique 
way you’ll read about 
later) are hiding secrets. 
Their M.O. is to terrify 
you so you won’t find out 
what those secrets are (or 
worse yet, expose them to 
the rest of the world).

These people will make 
you feel afraid and even 
“creeped out.”

When you understand irrational people’s M.O.s, it’ll be easier for 
you to realize that their weeping, coldness, whining, withdrawal, or 
attack-dog behavior isn’t really about you. Instead, it’s about them 
and their need to feel in control. Moreover, as you’ll see, knowing a 
person’s M.O. will show you the best way to counter it.
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Often, a person’s M.O. is clear. If not, here’s an exercise that will 
help you identify it. Write out these questions (or photocopy this 
exercise) and your answers. 

M.O. Detector

Note: There is no “official” score in this exercise. Instead, answer 
each question and see what your gut tells you.

1. List three situations in which the person acted in a manner that 
seemed irrational to you.

a. _______________________________________________________

b. _______________________________________________________

c. _______________________________________________________

2. Describe the person’s behavior in each situation.

a. _______________________________________________________

b. _______________________________________________________

c. _______________________________________________________

3. Describe how you felt during each of these encounters with the 
person.

I felt _____________________________________________________

I felt _____________________________________________________

I felt _____________________________________________________

4. Describe how you felt after each of these encounters with the 
person.

I felt _____________________________________________________

I felt _____________________________________________________

I felt _____________________________________________________

5. What did you do in each of these situations? 

I did this _________________________________________________
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I did this _________________________________________________

I did this _________________________________________________

6. What were your results?

This happened ____________________________________________

This happened ____________________________________________

This happened __________________________________________

7. What do you think the person would have done in each situation 
if you’d refused to go along with her irrationality? 

The person would have _____________________________________

The person would have _____________________________________

The person would have _____________________________________

8. What would have been the end result for you?

The end result would have been______________________________

The end result would have been______________________________

The end result would have been______________________________

When you finish this exercise, you should have a good grasp 
on the person’s M.O. As a result, when you get to Sections 4 and 5 
(where I describe approaches to use in dealing with each of the nine 
different M.O.s), you’ll know how to pick the right techniques to 
use in your situation.

In addition, you’ll have a clearer understanding of how you react 
to the irrational person’s M.O. This means that you’re more likely 
to stay calm when the two of you interact, and you’re far more likely 
to walk away unscathed or even score a total win.

However, there’s still one big question you need to ask yourself 
before you decide to lean into a person’s crazy: 

Should you? 
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baggage affects the way you view the world and the people around 
you—including, but not limited to, the irrational people you’re 
trying to reach.

While much is written in psychology about being happy with 
yourself, happiness is actually more closely tied to how you perceive 
and emotionally react to the events and people around you. That’s 
because people who perceive the world as positive or negative will 
react to it positively or negatively. 

If you perceive the people around you negatively, you’ll react 
negatively toward them. And in return, they’ll consciously or 
unconsciously change their own behavior, reacting more negatively 
toward you. For example, irritability begets irritability, and anger 
begets anger. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. And so is the opposite: 
If you perceive people as loving, kind, caring, and trustworthy, they 
will be more likely to see you in the same way.

To see other people in the best light, and to allow them to see 
you in the best light, you need to explore your own worldview—
and, if necessary, change it. That’s what this final exercise is all 
about (see Figure 5–1). 

FIGURE 5–1: Identifying Your Worldview 

How do you generally perceive the world and the people around 
you? Take a piece of paper, and write the numbers 1 through 40 
down one side (or photocopy this exercise). For each trait, decide 
where your feelings about other people land on the line between 
left and right. You can score your experience by giving each item a 
grade from A to F. 

You may want to do a separate exercise for your family, your 
work, and your friends. 

   LOW    F     D     C     B     A    HIGH

1. Talking at Talking to

2. Lecturing Listening

3. Reacting Thinking
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  LOW    F     D     C     B     A    HIGH

4. Impulsive Thoughtful

5. Bored Contemplative

6. Agitated Relaxed

7. Excited Joyful

8. Feeling empty Feeling fulfilled

9. Frustrated Satisfied

10. Busy Productive

11. Ineffective Effective

12. Disappointed Grateful

13. Gloating Gracious

14. Unforgiving Forgiving

15. Mean Kind

16. Exasperating Inspiring

17. Taking Giving

18.  Ignoring  Being helpful 
people in need 

19. Resentful Loving

20. Laughing at Laughing with

21. Judgmental Open-minded

22. Impatient Patient

23. Selfish Generous

24.  Blaming Taking  
others responsibility

25. Having sex Making love

26.  Rushed  Tender 
and rough 

27. Closed off Open
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  LOW    F     D     C     B     A    HIGH

28. Artificial Authentic

29. Unreliable Reliable

30.  Taking for  Cherishing 
granted 

31. Negative Positive

32. Pessimistic Optimistic

33. Downbeat Upbeat

34. Deflating Uplifting

35. Apathetic Passionate

36. Sluggish Energetic

37. Passive Active

38. Distrustful Trustful

39. Untrustworthy Trustworthy

40. Entitled Deserving

Now look at your scores. Do you view the world and the people 
around you as more negative (closer to the left column) or more 
positive (closer to the right column)?

If most or all of your responses fall closer to the left, you’re 
viewing things in an unhappy, resentful way—and that, in turn, will 
affect how you feel toward other people (including the ones you 
think of as crazy) and how they feel toward you.

If you want to change the way you perceive and react to the 
world, you may need to prime the pump of positivity. To do that, 
identify the negative qualities that you find most bothersome in the 
people around you and start acting toward these people as though 
they’re exhibiting the opposing positive qualities. For example:
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Triangle/Silo/Triangle

To get a good grasp on why another person’s crazy makes you crazy, 
think about the three brains we’ve talked about. 

The irrational person’s three brains start out like this, with the 
reptile brain in charge. This pulls the person toward fi ght or fl ight 
and also causes the person to see a narrow view of the world.

Your brain, on the other hand, starts out like this. Your upper 
brain is in charge, so you can think logically and see multiple 
viewpoints.

Even though you, too, may be a tiny bit crazy, your logical cor-
tex is in control at this point. 

As the irrational person pushes your buttons, however, your 
amygdala starts to send threat messages. As a result, your mid-
dle and lower brains begin to take more control. All three brains 
start vying for prominence, and your vision becomes increasingly 
constricted.

Upper 
Brain

Middle Brain

Lower Brain

Upper Brain

Middle Brain

Lower
Brain
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As you get more and more upset, your initial mature brain align-
ment fl ips, and your reptile brain takes total control, like so: 

So at this point, both of you are coming from your reptile brains. 
For the irrational person, this is home turf, so he or she is just fi ne 
with it. In fact, the irrational person is totally comfortable going to 
extremes in order to push you into an amygdala hijack. 

For you, however, being at the mercy of your reptile brain is 
terrifying. And that’s why the other person wants to keep escalat-
ing, while you just want to escape.

In this scenario, the irrational person always wins and you always 
lose. At the same time, the irrational person also loses, becoming 
even more destructive or self-destructive.

How do you keep this bad script from playing out? By arming 
yourself with three weapons that can help you remain sane when 
crazy attacks you.

Upper 
Brain

Middle Brain

Lower Brain

Upper Brain

Middle Brain

Lower Brain
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Looking at the two of them, I said, “I want to ask you if you 

agree with something. Can I proceed?” 

“Uhhh, yeah,” said Frank.

“Okay,” said Suzie, who seemed even less enthused.

First, I showed them a sketch (see Figure 22–1).

Unforgiving

Relatiatory

Estranged

FIGURE 22–1: Negative Personality Traits in a Relationship

Then I said, “People’s negative personality traits in a relationship 

fall into three concentric circles. The innermost circle represents our 

unforgiving streak. This is what gets triggered when someone upsets 

or frustrates us. Everybody has an unforgiving streak—even Mother 

Teresa had one. If we don’t keep this streak under control, we can 

become 100 percent unforgiving. That is what bitter people are: 100 

percent unforgiving. Do you each know someone like that?” 

They nodded.

“Not very fun to be around, right?”
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