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To Averie

You are a masterpiece
God’s poem

I watch you with amazement and joy
You are enough

Just the way you are
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Introduction
The Quest for Freedom

I was always going to let someone down, so I decided it 
wouldn’t be me anymore.

Unknown

I wrote this book because I was tired.
I’ve spent my whole life being a people pleaser. I didn’t realize 

it was happening because it had become so much a part of my 
life— much like water goes unnoticed by a fish. I wanted people to 
like me, and almost all my decisions were based on how to make 
that happen.

When I was in high school, I felt insecure about myself (doesn’t 
everyone?). So when I first started working, I picked jobs that were 
different from what my friends were doing: working in a morgue, 
selling sheet music, running a commercial printing press, present-
ing a drive- time radio show, doing wedding photography, and so 
on. I figured that people would notice what I did and would be 
impressed.
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Introduction

It worked; they were impressed. But it didn’t help me. Deep 
inside I knew that they were only impressed with what I was doing, 
not with who I was on the inside (or so I thought). I never gave 
them a chance to see who I really was because it was too risky.

I also made it a point to be “nice.” I was attracted to people, 
especially adults, who were kind and agreeable and never got upset. 
They were consistent, and everybody liked them. I wondered why 
they never got angry about anything, and I assumed they just 
weren’t angry people. So when I got angry, I learned to stuff it 
inside so nobody would know. I might be irritated at someone on 
the inside, but I’d say, “Oh, that’s OK.”

I wasn’t OK. I became a counterfeit— but I believed it was es-
sential to survival.

In other words, I was never my true self; I was a distorted mirror 
image of myself that I had created for others to see. This took a 
lot of work, because I could never let my guard down. My façade 
required constant vigilance. It had become my identity, and I was 
focused on keeping up that image.

I was a serial people pleaser.

Searching for a Solution

Eventually, I started running out of fuel. I realized I was living for 
others instead of myself, but I felt trapped and didn’t see a way 
out. I had trouble sleeping at night because my mind was racing 
with anxiety. I knew this wasn’t sustainable and that at some point 
I would crash and burn.

I went to a bookstore to see what was available that might help 
and found a number of books to choose from. I flipped through 
most of them and found three common messages:

 1. People pleasing is bad.

 2. You need to stop being a people pleaser.

 3. The way to stop is to focus on pleasing yourself, not others.
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It kind of made sense but somehow didn’t ring true. I felt like 
these books were telling me to become irritating and obnoxious 
to others and just pay attention to me. This seemed foreign to the 
person I had been my whole life. I wasn’t an irritating person; I 
was a nice person. Did I have to stop being nice?

I read those books, then checked out different articles and 
websites— and found much of the same advice: I needed to change 
my focus from meeting the needs of  others to taking care of  #1— 
me. The more I read, the more I saw the same perspective. If this 
was true, my lifelong focus on others had been robbing me of 
myself.

I apparently needed to become more selfish.
But deep inside, nagging thoughts kept rising.

Could there be a good side to being a people pleaser?

Could there be another, better way to feel good about myself 
than depending on what others think?

Could I still be a people pleaser if  I developed a healthy view 
of  myself?

Could I still care about others but do it from a place of  confi-
dence and strength?

That’s where my journey began. To answer those questions, I 
began exploring how to build a view of myself that wasn’t based 
on the opinions of others. If I could see myself accurately and 
learn to accept my uniqueness, I wouldn’t have to try to impress 
others anymore. I could just care about them.

And so, this book goes one step further than most of the others 
I’ve seen out there. It recognizes the negative side of being a people 
pleaser, when it’s just a vehicle to build our own self- esteem. But it 
also recognizes there’s a positive side to pleasing that comes from 
learning to focus on ourselves to become healthy.

If we can get to that healthy place, it provides a perfect founda-
tion for being a “power” people pleaser. We can reach out to serve 

_Bechtle_PeoplePleasersGuide_LS_wo.indd   13_Bechtle_PeoplePleasersGuide_LS_wo.indd   13 9/29/20   5:03 PM9/29/20   5:03 PM

Mike Bechtle, The People Pleaser's Guide to Loving Others Without Losing Yourself 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



14

Introduction

others and meet their needs— for the right reasons. We can truly 
focus on others because we’re OK with who we really are.

The People Pleasing Payoff

I wish I could say I’m writing this book in the past tense and that 
I’ve been completely healed from my lifelong struggle with people 
pleasing. Well, the tendencies are still there, and I’m not finished 
yet. But I’ve found a whole new level of confidence from being 
myself and capitalizing on that uniqueness to reach out to others. 
I’m on a journey, and I want to invite you to come with me so you 
can find freedom as well. I don’t pretend to have all the answers; I 
just want to be your guide as you begin your own journey.

Think of this as a conversation over coffee. In each chapter, we’ll 
meet to talk through different aspects of the process. We’ll discuss 
what works and what doesn’t and share stories of others who have 
wrestled with the same struggles. We’ll also get practical—I’ll 
help you develop your own step- by- step map to make it through 
the wilderness.

I have “Dr.” in front of my name, but I’m not a psychologist. I 
won’t pretend to give the valuable insight a therapist can provide. 
(I’ve experienced that value firsthand, learning about my motives 
and drives from professionals who know what to look for.) My 
doctorate is in higher education and adult learning, and I’ve spent 
my career in the classroom, both university and corporate, discov-
ering how to negotiate the challenges of communication. That’s 
the perspective I’ll bring to the table—a practical approach to 
relationships, which has been the focus of all my previous books.

Here’s what you’ll gain from joining me in this journey:

• You’ll realize that it’s possible to break free from lifelong 
patterns (and it’s not as hard as you think).

• You’ll learn how to say no instead of automatically saying 
yes (no matter who’s asking).
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• You’ll relax in real relationships instead of feeling the 
need to manipulate others (even when they’re being 
manipulative).

• You’ll find it easier to get people to like you by being real 
(and realize you’re “enough”).

• You’ll learn to find yourself so you can learn to like your-
self (without having to become someone you’re not).

• You’ll be less overwhelmed, since you won’t be spending 
so much time positioning yourself in relationships (taking 
your hands off the controls).

• You’ll become who you really are— and you can still be 
“nice” (or even nicer).

• You’ll learn to handle conflict without intimidation (and 
do it with confidence).

• You’ll have less anxiety and finally get that good night’s 
sleep.

Bottom line: there’s hope. You don’t have to continue to struggle 
in the quicksand of pleasing others to build your self- esteem. But 
as you build a healthy foundation for yourself, you’ll become a 
real people pleaser— in the best way possible! The more you please 
yourself, the more pleasing you’ll be to others.

It might seem like an insurmountable task, like climbing Mt. 
Everest, especially if pleasing has been a lifelong pattern. But no 
one can climb a mountain in a single step. The only thing we can 
do is take that first step, then the next, then the next. Individual 
steps are easy— they just need to be repeated.

No one climbs a mountain by accident. It’s intentional— and 
possible.

Ready to take the first step? Turn the page and let’s begin the 
journey together.
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PART 1

BUILDING  
A VISION

Which would you rather do?

 a) Run a marathon.

 b) Eat bacon (or another favorite food).

If you’ve developed a fitness habit, you might choose the mara-
thon. It’s a huge challenge and takes months of preparation, but 
it energizes you. You choose to do the hard thing because you’re 
motivated by the result at the end.

But you’re probably in the minority. For most of us, it’s tough to 
make the choice to start a long run when we can smell our favorite 
food cooking. If we want to achieve a major goal, we’ll have to 
learn to make short- term choices that might be somewhat painful. 
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That’s why we go to the gym or take an early- morning run. It’s 
not easy, but it’s the price we must pay to reach the finish line.

Exercise is hard. Eating is easy.
Personally, I’d rather skip the run and eat bacon because it’s 

pleasurable in the moment. But if my goal is finishing a marathon, 
it’s the wrong choice. In the moment, there’s no obvious conse-
quence for most of our choices. When the immediate pleasure is 
strong enough, it’s hard to resist since its outcome seems so far in 
the future. As James Clear writes, “The costs of your good habits 
are in the present. The costs of your bad habits are in the future.”1

What would happen if we immediately gained ten pounds every 
time we ate a strip of bacon? As much as we might enjoy the snack, 
that immediate consequence would help us avoid it. But since that 
impact is postponed, we often make the easy choices instead of 
the hard ones.

Everybody wants to be happy and comfortable. We’re hard-
wired for it. That’s why we seek pleasure and avoid pain. In the 
quest for happiness, we’re always balancing on the tightrope be-
tween “present pleasure” and “future pleasure.” We want to feel 
good about ourselves, and we instinctively do whatever we can to 
make that happen in the moment.

For people pleasers, it’s easy to focus on the needs of others, 
because their positive response in the moment makes us feel bet-
ter. That’s why it’s uncomfortable to shift our focus to our own 
needs—but that’s what leads us to a healthy place in the future.

Let’s ask another question: What would freedom look like? 
So far, we’ve looked briefly at what people pleasing is and the 
process that got us there. For the bulk of this book, we’ll look at 
the specifics of the “recovery” process for becoming healthy while 
capitalizing on our desire to please others. But there’s one more 
step that’s necessary before we begin that journey: getting a clear 
picture of our destination.
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Building a Vision 

What would it feel like to be free from constant concern over our 
image? How would we feel if we were secure enough on the inside 
to be able to serve others freely— without needing their approval?

It’s like going on a cross- country trip by car. The first step is to 
determine where we want to end up. Once we’ve done that, we put 
the destination into our GPS or online map, and we receive several 
different routes to get there. One might be the fastest route, while 
another might be the most scenic. But none of it works without a 
precise destination. With no destination, we’ll simply drive in circles.

We people please because we want to feel value. Somehow, we 
start looking to others to meet that need. If people like us, we feel 
we have value. But we have to keep people pleasing to continue 
feeling that sense of value.

This is the typical pattern of an unhealthy people pleaser:

• Recognize our need to feel valuable.

• Get that value from the opinions of others.

• Become enslaved to their opinions.

• Serve others for our own benefit, not theirs.

• Feel trapped.

Here’s the alternate pattern we’ll be learning in this book:

• Recognize our need to feel valuable.

• Get that value from the inside, from a sense of our own 
uniqueness.

• Listen to the opinions of others without using those opin-
ions to critique ourselves.

• Serve others for their benefit, not ours.

• Find freedom.

Let’s jump into the journey to understand exactly what people 
pleasing looks like in our lives and the impact it has on us.
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1
How Did We Get This Way?

When a people pleaser dies, they see the life of someone else 
flash before their eyes.

Unknown

You’re strolling through a department store, shopping and en-
joying the day. As you turn down an aisle, you catch a glance at 
yourself in a mirror. It catches you off guard, and you are shocked. 
What? I look like that? It might be your weight, your clothing, 
your hair, or your expression. But it’s not what you were expect-
ing, and you start beating yourself up with a downward spiral of 
negative self- talk.

That’s disgusting—I’m disgusting.

Other people are seeing what I see, and they’re disgusted too.

I can’t believe I’ve let myself  go like that.

I look horrible.

I’ve made horrible choices to allow myself  to get to this place.
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I’m going on a diet or getting a makeover or plastic surgery 
so I can change this.

I’ll only eat celery for the rest of  the day.

You didn’t plan your reaction— it just happened in a matter 
of seconds. One moment, you weren’t even thinking about it and 
were having a great day. A few seconds later, your perception of 
yourself had completely changed . . . all because of a mirror. The 
mirror became a trigger.

You feel terrible as you walk out into the mall. You pass the 
food court where you smell the fresh, warm cinnamon rolls bak-
ing, and you sense that one would make you feel better, so you buy 
one. There’s a reason they call it comfort food. Your first bite is 
immediately satisfying— but then you realize what you’re doing. 
You feel even worse because you broke your celery commitment 
before it even started.

Throughout your life, you’ve learned that a mirror is a tool for 
finding truth. You use it in the morning when you’re getting ready for 
the day, making sure the image you present to others is exactly what 
you want it to be. You use it in a dressing room to see how a piece 
of clothing looks on you. Public restrooms have mirrors over the 
sink so you can make sure you’re ready to step back into the world.

We never question mirrors. We believe them. We never say, 
“Wow—I don’t really look like that. There must be something 
wrong with that mirror.” We assume the reflection is accurate.

It starts early in life. Studies have shown that babies begin to 
recognize themselves in a mirror at around eighteen months.1 But 
they’re not critiquing themselves based on that reflection; they’re 
just thinking, Hey— that’s me! When somebody says, “You’re such 
a good- looking little kid,” a child instinctively looks in the mirror 
to see what “good- looking” looks like.

Over time, the mirror becomes a tool to analyze what others 
have told us. If somebody says, “You have a black smudge on your 
forehead,” you look in the mirror to see if it’s true. If it is, you do 
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what you can to remove the mark so people will still think you’re 
“good- looking.”

As children, we assume that what we see in the mirror is an ac-
curate reflection. The older we get, the more we compare what we 
see in that mirror with what we want to look like. If it matches, 
we’re OK. If it doesn’t, we get discouraged.

But what if  the mirror we’re using is wrong?

Bullied by the Mirror

Most county fairs have a “fun house” with exhibits that capture 
our attention or entertain us. One common attraction features a 
room full of mirrors that are distorted. One mirror makes us look 
tall and thin, while another makes us look short and wide. Others 
make our bodies large and our heads the size of a ping- pong ball. 
The next one might make our feet the size of a Volkswagen while 
the rest of our body looks like a stick figure. We laugh, because it’s 
obvious the mirror is distorted. It’s not real, and it doesn’t make 
us want to eat cinnamon rolls.

Here’s the problem: as kids, we learn to use other people as 
mirrors too. We trust their reflection of how they see us. Someone 
says something about us, and we assume it’s accurate. Whether 
it’s someone who cares about us or someone who dislikes us, we 
take their perspective as truth. If we start believing the opinions 
of others are as accurate as a literal mirror, they start to replace 
that mirror. That sets up a paradigm we carry into adulthood if 
we don’t recognize it.

In reality, those opinions might be as credible as a fun- house 
mirror. The distortion should be obvious, but we forget that. Our 
opinion of ourselves starts to reflect what others think— or how 
we think they think.

That’s an even bigger problem: people might not even be say-
ing or thinking anything about us, but we assume they are. We 
project our own self- image onto them, figuring that if  they see 
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the same things we do, they must be judging us in the same way 
we judge ourselves.

Let’s say we’re trying to learn a sport like softball. We haven’t 
gotten very good at catching balls that are hit to us, and we think, 
I’m really bad at catching— and I let the team down every time 
I miss. It becomes our truth, and we believe it. Nobody else says 
anything— but we assume they’re thinking the same thing. We 
assume others are saying, “You’re really bad at catching. You’re 
letting us down.” We take it further, thinking they’re also thinking 
we’re a bad person, and they don’t want us on the team.

Nobody said any of those things, but we’ve projected it onto 
them. Now we’re using them as a mirror— yet we’re the ones who 
created the mirror. We assume that when others look at us, they’re 
seeing what we see and thinking what we think. If we’re critical of 
what we see in the mirror, we believe everyone else is critical too.

My wife and I have a magnifying mirror in our bathroom. We 
call it the “scary mirror” because it shows us things we don’t see 
in a regular mirror. It’s great when we’re trying to remove a tiny 
splinter, but it shows every facial flaw in great detail. But we’d get 
into trouble if we looked in the scary mirror and assumed everyone 
else was examining us with that level of detail.

When we focus on such tiny imperfections, we’ll always see 
ourselves negatively.

It Starts Early

Babies don’t start life as competent in anything. They can’t feed 
themselves, change themselves, or meet their own basic needs. 
Some body else has to do these things for them, or they won’t sur-
vive. We don’t feel badly about meeting those needs because we 
understand how the process of growing up works. It’s our job to 
get our children started.

We assume that, over time, they’ll start learning to do things by 
themselves. We don’t expect them to be experts, but it’s natural 
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that they try things out and build their own skills. We’re still in-
volved, but they gradually learn how to meet their own needs. If 
that doesn’t happen, it’s outside of the norm.

Over the next couple of decades, we provide for them while 
expecting they’ll begin to gain more and more ability to take care 
of themselves. As they develop those skills, we provide for them 
less and less. We transfer the ownership and maintenance of their 
lives over to them. The goal is for them to move into society being 
able to make good choices to meet their own needs.

Sure, there are individuals who are born with physical, mental, 
or emotional challenges and need a different level of care. But 
for everyone else, the growth process in those areas is expected. 
Physically, they learn to provide for themselves. Intellectually, 
they learn how to develop their own thinking skills. Emotion-
ally, they learn to find security internally rather than from the 
opinions of others. It’s a natural part of the growth process, and  
healthy.

That gives people a solid foundation from which to reach out 
and invest in the lives of others in a natural, healthy way. They’re 
not looking to those people to build their own sense of self; they’re 
free to interact with them without expecting anything in return. 
They see themselves through an accurate mirror, which enables 
them to see others clearly as well.

Some people don’t make those transitions well. Maybe they 
didn’t learn the skills of providing for themselves, and this follows 
them into adulthood. Maybe they were in an environment where 
they were taught what to think but not how to think— so they lack 
the capacity to discern and make confident choices.

That emotional area of development can be the most challeng-
ing. Healthy people grow up learning to be content with them-
selves. They’re valued for who they are, not just for what they can 
do. They were raised in an environment of acceptance rather than 
performance. Their mirror is focused inward on who they really are 
rather than outward on the opinions of others. They develop the 
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Building a Vision 
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internal security to be able to analyze others’ opinions accurately, 
and this security is their yardstick of truth.

Most people struggle in this area. We all have experiences with 
others that make us feel inadequate as we’re growing up. If we’re 
secure enough on the inside, we can discern whether that input was 
accurate or not. But if we’re struggling with basic insecurity, we’re 
looking in the wrong mirror. If  our own mirror isn’t working, 
we look to the fun- house mirrors of others to decide what’s real.

When people have recently asked me, “What are you writing 
about?” I’d say, “I’m writing a book about people pleasing,” and 
nine out of ten of them gave me the same response: “Boy, I sure 
need that.” When I asked for more detail, they’d say something 
like, “I’m such a people pleaser. I’m always worried about what 
people think, and I give up what I really want so they’ll be happy.” 
This becomes a pattern for most people, and they wish they could 
find freedom. It’s so firmly ingrained they don’t see any way out.

The Way of Escape

As I mentioned briefly, most books and articles I’ve studied focus 
on how bad it is to be a people pleaser. They point out what we’re 
doing to ourselves, decimating our own lives to impress others. 
Keeping up a charade takes constant vigilance and saps our emo-
tional energy.

The common wisdom from those books is to stop trying to make 
others happy and put all of that energy into pleasing ourselves. It 
sounds good on the surface. But in practice, it can be just as frus-
trating. When we’re focused on ourselves and ignore the interests 
of others, we’re building a selfish approach to life and relationships. 
We want to be happy, but it’s hard when we’re lonely. That’s where 
focusing on ourselves can lead.

Is it possible to find our security on the inside instead of the 
outside? What would happen if we could look in an accurate mir-
ror, see who we are on the inside, and take ownership?
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How Did We Get This Way?
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It’s a two- part process:

 1. Find our value in our own uniqueness, not in the opinion 
of others.

 2. Use that uniqueness to serve others.

We won’t be serving others so we’ll feel good about ourselves; 
we’ll be serving them because we feel good about ourselves.

If we can build that solid foundation for our personal worth and 
security, people pleasing is no longer something to be avoided. It 
becomes a powerful tool for impacting the lives of others.

How can we make those changes? First, we need to discover 
what kind of people pleaser we are so we can determine what steps 
to take. We can discover the truth about ourselves— and what it 
means for the future.
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