


[image: Penguin Random House]




Also by Thomas Erikson

Surrounded by Idiots

Surrounded by Psychopaths

Surrounded by Bad Bosses

Surrounded by Setbacks

Surrounded by Narcissists




Praise for Surrounded by Vampires

“With his trademark humor and practical insights, Erikson will help you vanquish the ‘energy vampires’ in your life—even when it turns out you’re the villain! Using his wildly successful behavior-based system, you’ll learn how self-awareness is the key to preserving your time, energy, and sanity—no matter what comes your way.”

—Gay Hendricks, bestselling author of The Big Leap

“Thomas Erikson just gets it—this book is equal parts logical, emotionally astute, and gut-wrenchingly funny. His observations are studied in a way that don’t come across as either snarky or preachy—he’s one of us and sees what we have always known—vampires are real! This book gives you tools to ward off those who would try to suck out your joy. Buy it!”

—Jim McPartlin, author of The Enneagram at Work

Praise for Surrounded by Narcissists

“Outstanding … Erikson impresses with his trademark facility for making research-based discussions accessible and entertaining, and readers will appreciate the insightful guidance. This is another home run from Erikson.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




Praise for Surrounded by Bad Bosses

“[An] encouraging treatise … The dual focus on both employee and manager separates this from the pack.”

—Publishers Weekly

Praise for Surrounded by Psychopaths

“A guidebook for deflecting psychological manipulators … Bluntly cautionary and applicable advice on the importance of vigilance.”—Kirkus Reviews

“This easy-to-read guide will calm fears by arming readers with practical tactics for thwarting a psychopath’s strategies. Adults in the workplace and at home would benefit from Erikson’s advice on how to recognize and understand different behaviors, as well as how to recognize red flags in all types of relationships.”—Booklist

Praise for Surrounded by Idiots

“A useful guide to communicating with the uncommunicable … clearly, dynamically presented and easy to grasp.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Readers will be delighted. Most everyone can benefit from this book, especially those in the workplace. In addition, parents, educators, and students will find these insights valuable.”

—Booklist (starred review)




Thomas Erikson



SURROUNDED BY VAMPIRES

Or, How to Slay the Time, Energy and Soul Suckers in Your Life

[image: Penguin Random House]




Introduction

The Time I Almost Gave Up

Once, many years ago, I was sitting on a spongy office chair in my local bank branch, working away, oblivious to the fact that my life was about to take a drastic turn. Strangely enough, I can’t recall exactly what I was doing on this particular occasion, but it’s safe to assume it was something that wouldn’t have any effect at all on anybody’s life.

All I can say for certain is that I was following some corporate order or other. I was simply toiling away, carrying out my everyday tasks without giving too much thought to how or why.

This already raises an interesting question: Why was I doing this?

The purpose behind my mere presence at the office where I was employed was shrouded in the deepest of mysteries. Even to this day, more than thirty years later, I remain unable to give any insightful explanation as to why I buried myself in that soul-draining work. I was only there because of a series of chance events.

I would get up in the mornings, wake my family, make breakfast, go to work, do my work, go home, make dinner, watch television for an hour, and then go to bed.

Surely, that was more or less the life most people led? So what was the problem?

The problem was a rather subtle one. It’s not that there was anything terribly wrong with my work. It just didn’t feel rewarding to me at all. And, because of that, it wasn’t right for me. To be absolutely frank with you, I was often unmotivated at work. You could even say I was lethargic. I can assure you, this state of mind did nothing to boost my performance.

When you’re feeling listless and drained of energy, the challenge is identifying the true cause. In my case, as I would eventually become keenly aware, there wasn’t just one problem, but several.

The main one was that my actual work tasks were largely mind-numbingly dull. I may have been able to put up with that if it weren’t for the fact that the entire banking sector in Sweden was undergoing a crisis at the time. The banking slump was the result of a deep recession, which mainly impacted the financial system but also the real estate market.

What about the banking sector itself? Those of us who worked in bank branches bore the brunt of it all, as we were the ones who had to listen to angry customers’ reactions to events and decisions that we didn’t understand any better than they did. Nobody had asked us if we wanted to lay waste to several billions’ worth of capital. We were overworked and underpaid, which did nothing to improve my motivation.

For the record, mistakes had been made in the banking sector. There’s no denying that. Huge, painfully expensive mistakes. But this had all gone on so far above our own heads that we had no influence at all over the decisions being made.

All these events, which went on for several years, were exhausting for me. I was stuck in my seat, unable to do anything about the whole disaster. It was like living in a state of mental limbo. If energy drinks could have helped, I would have chugged them endlessly.

When the crisis passed and the dust settled, people ended up losing their jobs, our clients went bankrupt, and families were driven out of their homes. My role, which involved interacting with the least fortunate of these, saw me witnessing men and women breaking down in tears on a daily basis.

Even so …

Perhaps I could have coped with all that if I hadn’t also had the misfortune of working with a number of colleagues who habitually drained me of an almost unbelievable amount of energy. Some days, their attitudes and ways of responding to and handling the situation left me feeling as if I had been robbed of my entire will to live.

In fact, any of these situations would probably have been manageable one at a time. I’m a fairly stable person, and I’ve been to hell and back more than once. My experiences have strengthened me, but at the time I was still a fairly young man, who hadn’t developed any real strategies for tackling this. Most difficult of all, I still lacked any real understanding of where this hopelessness I was feeling really came from. All I knew was that I would come home at night feeling drained and that I was irritable and frustrated much of the time.

One serious cause was that I was doing the wrong kind of work. Anybody who has been in the wrong job before knows how exhausting it can be to try to feel even the mildest enthusiasm when you’re constantly aware of how much you detest the work you need to do.

To further complicate things, corporate leadership wasn’t interested at all in listening to the frustrations of their workforce. Instead of providing us with clear guidance and strong leadership, they sent us to motivational seminars. In many cases, these were actually quite entertaining. I laughed in recognition at a lot of stuff, as did most of the other people in the room.

But as it turned out, inspirational seminars, however inspiring, solved absolutely none of our actual problems. Listening to some bundle of energy on a big stage explain to us how all we had to do was apply some positive thinking was certainly captivating, but, strangely, it did nothing to help us handle being the object of our clients’ fits of rage. If you’ve ever had a boss who tried to give you a pep talk when what you really needed was specific answers, I’m sure you know the feeling.

However, the most interesting thing was the fact that several of my colleagues exhibited some rather unusual behavior. One woman was so work averse that she used to begin nearly every workweek with a sick day. Her accounts of her various ailments became more and more fanciful as the months went by. As you are no doubt aware, accusing a coworker who may be sick of putting on an act might be perceived as less than helpful. However, I had to draw the line when she returned from a two-week leave of absence because a ladybug bit her thumb. She hated taking directions, and she tried to get away with doing the bare minimum whenever she was given a task to do. Now, I’ve learned that she was displaying what psychologists call passive-aggressive behavior, which involves seeking to avoid all personal responsibility. As far as I know, she’s still at it today.

We were in an open office of sorts. The guy I shared desks with never seemed to shut up. It didn’t matter if he was busy working or pouring coffee down his throat; his mouth was always running, ceaselessly. For the life of me, I couldn’t tell you what he was actually talking about—all of my energy was spent trying to block him out of my mind. He was loud, bombastic, and highly needy in terms of other people’s attention. Whenever some of our more notable clients would visit, he unleashed his entire repertoire. He was a bona fide drama queen, a type you’ll be reading more about later on in this book.

Another of my coworkers seemed to be incredibly dedicated to sabotaging our attempts to meet deadlines. He would slow the entire team down, thanks to his horrendous sense of discipline. I still find him popping up in my mind whenever I find myself thinking about inefficient people. He never did what he was told to do, or, at least, never on time. He never took any notes, and he rarely remembered what was said. He was completely clueless. According to his wife, he was just the same at home. How he was able to keep his life together at all astonishes me. One thing, however, was beyond all doubt: Having to work with him felt a lot like being punished.

Worse than all that, however, was his habit of constantly trying to shift the blame and paint himself as the victim of unfortunate circumstances. If he hadn’t been given incomplete instructions, he’d run afoul of some unreasonably angry clients. When he wasn’t complaining about how management didn’t appreciate his work, he was harping on about how he’d been unable to sleep since childhood and how this had made him chronically exhausted. And considering how bad his pay was, what could anyone really expect? He displayed telltale signs of chronic victimhood, although he wasn’t the worst offender. One thing was clear, though: Nobody really had any clue how to handle him.

So far, I haven’t even mentioned the coworker who refused to do any real work at all, probably because they were busy having an affair with the office manager.

As the crisis deepened, I was assigned clients who had been designated as financially troubled. That is, the ones who had had their houses and homes taken because of unpaid credit. Days without meetings with teary-eyed clients were few and far between. The mental pressure was unbearable. I hadn’t even turned thirty yet, and I was certainly not a therapist.

The whole situation, with my difficult colleagues, angry clients, and a leadership team preoccupied with the goings-on in the stratosphere of upper management, was bad enough in itself. I was also consuming all the news I could get my hands on and constantly reading about the seeming avalanche of unfolding disasters within the banking world. One of the major evening tabloids in Sweden ran a series of anti-banking campaigns that made me feel like a criminal. My mood fell even further, and the whole mess ended up having a serious, negative impact on my marriage. I became ill-tempered and stressed out, and I struggled with a deep sense of hopelessness.

In the long term, my marriage crumbled, too. My work and the difficult conditions I had to contest with weren’t the only causes, of course, but they definitely helped give a good strong push in the wrong mental direction. I don’t think it’s an unreasonable assumption that I would have succumbed to some kind of depression if I had carried on like that.

This situation was a hard one, but I want to be clear that I’m not claiming to be a victim here. I still had my job, after all. I was able to feed my family. I was young and strong. I had my whole future ahead of me. But I would be lying if I claimed it wasn’t hard going.

What would have happened if someone had sat down and explained to me why the people around me were behaving as they were? If I had understood how these coworkers were draining me, and most of the people they interacted with, of so much energy?

If I had been given an introduction to the subject of this book, I bet my attitude would have changed significantly. I suspect I wouldn’t have reacted as strongly to the behaviors of certain coworkers. I also think I could have been of more use to myself, my clients—and my family.
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How to Spot an Energy Vampire

Sometimes nothing works. Nothing at all. It doesn’t matter what you do; everything you touch just falls to pieces. Everything goes wrong. Regardless of how hard you try. It still goes wrong.

Fortunately, there are other days when things work out a bit better. You make your way through the day and actually end up achieving a great deal. There aren’t any impending disasters ahead, even though you might be wishing things were working even better.

Other days still, everything just seems to flow. You’re inspired, passionate, motivated. You find yourself spotting opportunities where, weeks earlier, all you could see was doom and gloom. This could all depend on the weather, of course, but it’s more likely that you’re in a state of positive flow, you’re in the zone, the planets suddenly have aligned, or it’s just one of those days.

In the moment, it’s not too important where all the positive energy is coming from. What matters is that it’s there, making you feel good inside. It comes over you, and for a few magical moments you realize how simple it all really is. You wonder why you never thought of it before. The world is yours for the taking. Just get it done!

The sense that you’re absolutely invincible. The realization that you can do whatever you want. You’ve cracked the code, found the right opening, and your energy gushes forth. This is the moment! The feeling that this is it—things are about to go down!

However, strangely enough, just ten minutes later—or thirty seconds later—all of your profound ideas are gone, just like that. Every last thought of a new, bright future has been ground to dust. Your grand ambitions are all shattered.

The prospects that looked so promising only moments ago suddenly seem completely insurmountable. You’re all washed-out. All you see is darkness, and all your strength has disappeared. You don’t feel up to anything right now.

How is it possible to make that transition from exhilaration and delight to bleak nothingness in just a few minutes? Where did all that boisterous boldness and energy go, exactly? Did it all go down some mental inner drain, never to be seen again? And if it did—why? Your day, or week, or year started out so great, and now it all just feels hopeless.

The answer is simple.

You encountered a vampire. A vampire whose calling in life it is to quickly and efficiently extinguish people’s dreams, obscuring anything that so much as resembles a bright future.

An energy vampire crossed your path.

An energy vampire is an uninvited mental squatter, who seems to live to drain everybody around them of all their energy. Energy vampires are sometimes referred to as psychic vampires, too.

Despite your change in mood, you know that what you had planned—a new business venture, a trip you wanted to go on, a relationship you wanted to tell somebody about, a house in the country you found, or whatever it was that was feeding you that amazing energy—was actually not a bad idea. It was all entirely realistic, actually. It’s just that now … you can’t even bring yourself to think about it. Somebody helped convince you it was hopeless.

And as a result, you file it all away in mental storage under “Ideas for the Future.” You’ll have to see. Maybe another time. Maybe never. The idea has been effectively quashed and may never return to you. We all carry countless such ideas around, like mental debris.

Imagine a person who always responds the same way, no matter what you’ve suggested: Weeell, I’m not sure that’s quite right. I think you missed a comma right there. If it happens once, that might not be too bad. You could probably even live with it happening twice, or even three times. But always being corrected, no matter what you’re talking about—how frustrating is that? It even happens when you’re discussing subjects you have a pretty good handle on. Stoneface simply furrows their brow and proceeds to ask twelve different questions, which all convey the same, consistent insinuation: You have no idea what you’re doing. In the end, you’ll hardly dare open your mouth, in case some pedantic bully tries to shut you up.

For another example, consider this: You return home from the hospital after a stay you wouldn’t have wished upon your worst enemy (this is actually a silly expression, as this is exactly the kind of misfortune you might be happy having your worst enemy endure). Perhaps you’re not actively seeking sympathy, but when you explain how sick you’ve been and how scared you were somebody will tell you all about how they actually suffered far worse health issues, thank you very much! They’ll then proceed to deflect all attention from you by relating some lengthy anecdote that you don’t believe a single word of. If you had pneumonia, you can bet this person had double pneumonia! How frustrating is that?

Or how about this: A numbingly complex project has been tossed your way by your optimistic boss, and she is cheerfully celebrating the amazing job you’re about to do on it! Whoop-de-doo! But the more you learn about it, the more you realize that in addition to lacking any kind of plan, the project has such ridiculously overambitious targets that it would take at least a violation of the laws of physics and the participation of two Nobel Prize winners to even seem plausible. When you ask for further instructions, your boss looks at you as though you came from another planet. Rather than support and assist you, she asks you, with ill-concealed displeasure, if you’re sure that you’re still happy to be working there? You’ve seemed so negative lately, you know?

Or, perhaps, it’s just a simple garden project. You’re going to build a new patio. Nothing too huge. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of days. But then your neighbor interferes. He grins at you from across the fence, hurling some carefully aimed comments at you. And then, just like that, the patio has turned into a hazy mirage.

A real-life example: A good friend of mine heard that I had managed to purchase my dream home after thirty years of hard work. An eighteenth-century house that required a ridiculous number of renovations—just the kind of project my wife and I wanted! I was hoping this person might respond along these lines: What fun! I know this has always been a dream of yours! I’d love to come by and see it. Something like that. Instead, I got this: Oh, really? And then we moved on to another subject.

Was I asking for too much? Well, maybe. But it disappointed me. This was somebody I had been looking forward to sharing the news with. Instead, the conversation gave me a lot to consider, including how envy can change people.

All of these examples illustrate how energy vampires can completely deflate your excitement with a single sentence. It’s crazy when you think about it.

It could also be a matter of navigating an average day, when you’re not facing any particular challenges. That is, until you run into the wrong person on your way from the coffee machine. Suddenly, everything seems to be lost.

Energy vampires can rob you of your enthusiasm without the slightest effort.

But how can you tell you’ve been hit by an energy vampire, and are there ways to prevent it from happening?

An energy drain could be a job, a group, a phenomenon, or anything that’s causing difficulty in your life. However, surprisingly often, the culprit is a flesh-and-blood human being, who has made a habit of raining on other people’s parades. Some of them are energy vampires because they genuinely enjoy seeing people fail. Maybe it makes them feel big and important to put others down. Others, however, bumble around in other people’s lives like proverbial elephants in china shops, causing irreparable harm without even knowing it.

This phenomenon impacts all of our lives from time to time. We’ve all had moments when we’ve gone from full speed ahead to making no headway at all in the course of a few hours. All that lovely energy must have gone somewhere, right? Wouldn’t you love to know how to steer clear of those obstacles?

Imagine if there was a way to evade situations and people who rob you of your positive energy, leaving you feeling empty and confused! Imagine if you could see and discover the warning signs ahead of time and know how to gracefully weave your way around the worst energy drains.

This book is about energy vampires, or psychic vampires, or emotional vampires—all three labels are sometimes applied to this same phenomenon. The term “energy vampires” doesn’t exist in every language, but the English phrase gives a pretty accurate idea of what it’s all about:

Individuals—energy vampires—who feast on your life force and leave you drained and dry, practically a member of the walking dead. They also leave you in danger of doing the same to others.

It might all sound a bit bonkers, but when you think about it, it’s actually quite an apt allegory. The mythological vampire drains their victim’s life force by drinking their blood, and an energy vampire does the same by robbing people of their confidence, their motivation, and sometimes even their desire to live.

I don’t want us to get bogged down in semantics here, but I do find the similarity amusing. The main difference, I suppose, is that fairy-tale vampires know what they’re doing and can’t help themselves, while real-life energy parasites aren’t always aware of the impact they have on others.

Also, different people lose their energy in different ways. Usually, we don’t all respond to an event the exact same way, and that’s probably a good thing.

Some people might be completely exhausted by just a minor dispute over something trivial, like a travel destination, while others might actually gain energy from the same situation. Getting to engage in a little verbal hand-to-hand seems to wake them up. On the other hand, having to wait drives them insane, while the first group might not mind that in the slightest. Identical situations, but wildly different reactions.

While some might only be mildly annoyed—if at all—by the sluggishness of their colleagues, others might cancel entire projects if people don’t express sufficient enthusiasm right away. If they don’t get the acceptance and appreciation they feel entitled to, they won’t bother. On the other hand, they will respond positively to novelty and change, both things the first group will strongly dislike. Identical situations, but again, wildly different reactions.

Some of us just need a break sometimes, a chance to sit down and regroup before we go at it again. If we skip too many breaks, we simply won’t have the energy to see something through. In contrast, others hate sitting still and resting and need to be even more active in their leisure time in order to recover. If they don’t get to roar along at full throttle, they will quickly run out of steam and get into a bad mood. And how about this: While some people need to interact with others in order to fill up their gas tank, others might find that people and conversations drain them completely. If they don’t get to spend some time by themselves now and then they can become absolutely impossible to deal with.

Energy comes and goes in different ways in different people, and that goes for both positive and negative energy. Neither way is right or wrong, but knowing what triggers these reactions in yourself—and why—can be very valuable. It can help you avoid major missteps and preserve your energy for the right things.

It’s complicated. However, it’s often a matter of who you are and what personality traits you possess. We’ll be taking a closer look at these things in the section titled “The DISC Theory: A Study in Energy Loss.” Most of these challenges can be solved, you see.

Regardless of what you react to personally, you might want to consider what it would be worth to you to dodge as many of these energy drains as possible. What would you give to be able to maintain your energy at peak capacity when you need it the most? Or why not all the time?

In this book, I’ll be detailing a series of different kinds of energy vampires, how to spot them, the effects they can have on you, and how they do it.

At this point, I should mention that this isn’t the only book out there on energy vampires. I’ve read a large number of the ones that are already available, and some of them offer suggestions that I actually suspect may be of no use at all.

This book focuses on everyday situations, the kinds of things you and I both encounter quite commonly. However, I will also address how basically anybody can protect themselves if they encounter somebody who is a bad influence on them.

Who falls victim to energy vampires? Well, the truth is, everyone does. But each type of energy vampire will have different effects on different people. And that makes sense, really. For instance, you might tell a friend how Johnny is such a pain to deal with. But your friend just doesn’t see it. Johnny? He’s fabulous!

Usually, there are no simple explanations when it comes to human behavior. Somebody your partner might find annoying and unruly, because they can never seem to sit still, might seem energetic and stimulating to you. Another person might seem very strange to you, because he hardly ever says a word—what an energy vampire! But others might appreciate this individual’s ability to refrain from blathering on about stuff.

We can all fall victim to energy vampires, but it tends to happen in different ways. Naturally, there are some varieties that seem to cause near-universal offense—pathological liars, for instance, don’t tend to have many allies.

Different types of energy vampires will also affect us to varying degrees. It might range from bemusement or mild annoyance all the way to post-traumatic stress. It’s a very wide spectrum. You often won’t know what happened until afterwards.

One thing that’s clear, however, is that your own insight into who you are can help you evade the influence of specific types. Self-awareness may well be the key here; it could even be the best protection available against energy vampires.

If you’ve read any of my books before, you’ll know by now that I will, sooner or later, discuss the DISC theory and its four colors. This is a simplified map of human behavior, but it shouldn’t be viewed as a full, in-depth understanding of 100 percent of another individual’s inner workings. As you make your way through the book, you’ll see me refer to this system repeatedly. In a later section, I’ll also be giving you more details and explain how the different color types themselves can actually cause you serious energy loss—depending on your own personality.

What sets this book apart from my previous titles is that it focuses on behaviors and mannerisms that don’t really have anything to do with the four colors. However, realizing how you function personally will give you important tools for managing different varieties of energy vampires.

Here, though, I’d like to give a brief introduction to the system, just to make sure any readers who have never encountered it before will know how to approach the subject. If you feel that this is all familiar ground to you, feel free to skip ahead, but I’d suggest you give yourself a quick reminder as to who’s Red and who’s Green and why it’s useful to know.

The four colors are based on the widely disseminated DISC theory, which is used in contexts such as recruiting, sales training, and leadership but can also be helpful to individuals seeking to better understand themselves. Personally, I’ve used this system for more than thirty years, often complementing it with other tools to get a more complete picture.

It’s based on the matrix on the following page.

The system divides people into the following categories: introverts versus extroverts, and task-oriented versus relationship-oriented. The various types of behavior are outlined in the image on pg. 20.

Red people tend to gain energy from activity and bustle and from staying on the move. However, they tend to lose energy when people ask them to sit down and relax. Losing control is the worst thing that can happen to them. They are good at handling other people, however they don’t feel any particular need for constant company.

[image: ]
Yellows love to socialize and revel at being the center of everyone’s attention. They always like to offer their opinions on things, and they gain energy from bringing about change. The worst energy drain for Yellows is social isolation. It’s a severe stressor for them. A lack of human contact can be exhausting for them.

Greens tend to prefer the status quo more than anything. They thrive when everything is the way it usually is. Their most serious energy drainage, as you might expect, is caused by frequent change—it’s even worse if the change is random or unmotivated. That can be an incredible stressor for them. They need to have people around them, but not just anyone. They rely on people they know well, who won’t stir up any trouble.




	RED
	YELLOW
	GREEN
	BLUE




	Aggressive	Talkative	Patient	Conscientious

	Ambitious	Enthusiastic	Relaxed	Systematic

	Strong-willed	Persuasive	Self-controlled	Distant

	Goal-oriented	Creative	Reliable	Correct

	Pushing	Optimistic	Composed	Conventional

	Problem-solver	Social	Loyal	Seems insecure

	Pioneer	Spontaneous	Modest	Objective

	Decisive	Expressive	Understanding	Structured

	Innovator	Charming	Long-winded	Analytical

	Impatient	Full of vitality	Stable	Perfectionist

	Controlling	Self-centered	Prudent	Needs time

	Convincing	Sensitive	Discreet	Reflecting

	Performance-oriented	Adaptable	Supportive	Methodical

	Powerful	Inspiring	Good listener	Seeks facts

	Result-oriented	Needs attention	Helpful	Quality-oriented

	Initiator	Encouraging	Producer	Scrutinizes

	Speed	Communicative	Persistent	Follows rules

	Timekeeper	Flexible	Reluctant	Logical

	Intense	Open	Thoughtful	Questioning

	Opinionated	Sociable	Conceals feelings	Meticulous

	Straightforward	Imaginative	Considerate	Reflecting

	Independent	Easygoing	Kind	Reserved




Finally, Blues prefer it when things are neat and orderly. They spend much of their cool and steady energy checking the details. This is where they find security, and being wrong about something, i.e., not being clued in, is probably the worst thing a Blue person can imagine. Other people are more or less a necessary evil, and although Blues can attend parties, they need some time to recuperate afterwards.

As you can no doubt guess, few people will exclusively display only one of these basic personality aspects. The most common arrangement—which covers around 80 percent of individuals, in my experience—is a profile consisting of two colors. Some even possess three. Very few people only exhibit a single color. But they’re out there!

As I mentioned, I’ll be providing more details on the different colors and how they tend to interact later on in this book. By learning about your own colors, you can also figure out how you will respond to the various kinds of energy vampires you’re about to read about. It’s simply a matter of knowing yourself.

The main point of reading this book is to help you—regardless of who you are and why—to preserve more of your energy reserves for more important things than just handling people and situations that only complicate your life. That’s what this book is about.

Now, while we’re on the topic of self-knowledge …

While I’ve been writing this book, I’ve discovered things about myself I didn’t expect to find. What I learned is that although I found doing research and writing about the behaviors of others interesting, the most significant learning experience for me was recognizing aspects of myself in no fewer than two of the complex varieties of energy vampires. Maybe not to a high degree, but nonetheless, I found tendencies in my behavior that I had never reflected on before. Maybe we’re all energy vampires, to some degree, depending on whom we ask? Be that as it may, I definitely possess some rather unflattering traits of the control freak type, which you’ll be learning more about in a moment.

It’s not exactly something I’m proud of.

It also made me think, because I most definitely don’t want to have that kind of effect on the people I interact with.

You might very well have the same experience when you read this book. Some of the descriptions might strike a chord within you. If this happens, don’t worry about it; instead, think of it as an opportunity to refine your personality. That’s not a bad thing, is it?

This book contains a list of the different types I consider to be the greatest thieves of energy, lust for life, and overall motivation—yours as well as mine. This doesn’t mean that there aren’t further variations worthy of mention in this rather depressing area, but the following types are the ones I’ve chosen to focus on in this book.

In the sections discussing some of the more serious issues in the book, I’ve taken the liberty of inserting some humor in order to lighten things up a little. This isn’t an attempt to make light of the problems themselves, but rather to make the text more enjoyable to read and make your way through. I hope you won’t mind.

Join me on an exciting journey through a series of everyday situations I’m sure you’ll be very familiar with. Keep a notebook handy, or make notes right here in the book. Consider this official permission to do so.
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The Perfectionist, an Annoyingly Common Variety

Perfectionists are sticklers for the rules, who can’t abide even the slightest deviation from whatever they hold to be 100 percent correct. They are controlling individuals, who use instructions and manuals to bend others to their will. People who belong to this type can display some very abnormal behavior when they have to improvise or don’t know the answer to something. These are usually hardworking individuals, who spend a lot of time on precisely the wrong things, in the hope that they will gain recognition for a pedantic streak that seems incomprehensible to most other people. To top it all off, they’re often masterful when it comes to concealing their emotions.

This is a fairly common energy vampire. The common variety, though, is a simple, yet simultaneously complex, individual. Can you imagine how frustrating it must be to have to handle a hardworking, extremely diligent individual who does everything right?

THE PERFECTIONIST

[image: ]
There’s really only one sensible reaction to that: Ewww!

In the film Two Weeks Notice, Hugh Grant’s character says the following to Sandra Bullock’s: No one wants to live with a saint. Saints are boring. Sandra Bullock’s character was exactly this type. She did everything right, she never forgot anything, she had every last detail under control, she worked harder than everybody else, and she also made sure nobody else ever overlooked anything. Furthermore, she did it all out of the goodness of her heart, because she was working to protect groups she had labeled “the little people.” And everybody hated her for it.

The reason for this was very simple: Bullock’s character was a classic example of too much of a good thing. In the mind of a control freak, nothing is ever good enough. Being 100 percent finished with a task just isn’t a thing for them. No mistake is too small to be highlighted or have a huge argument over.

This, my friend, is Blue behavior on steroids.

Perfectionists wage a never-ending war on nature, by striving at every level to prevent and eliminate anything they can’t predict. Anything unplanned must be swayed, and the slightest diversion from absolute perfection must be corrected. And if hard work isn’t enough, there’s always harder work. And work they do.

Indeed, nobody works harder and with more discipline than a perfectionist. They simply can’t get enough of it.

Besides hard work, their main weapon is an almost pathological ability to adhere to rules, a morbid sense of detail, and an uncanny knack many other people would love to learn: the ability to postpone reward. They’re able to leave those until their next life, if necessary. They can stare at the prize and want it more than anything else, but if they don’t feel fully deserving yet, because they could have made more effort, they leave it be. It’s almost like a kind of masochism.

If they weren’t around, entire societies would collapse and absolute chaos would ensue. These are the people who force difficult personalities, narcissists, and bullies to deliver results. The world would be a very different place without them.

However, this doesn’t mean that they are entirely unproblematic to interact with.

DANIEL: A CASE STUDY

Daniel always gets his tax returns done on time. He often utters phrases like a place for everything and everything in its place. His days always start out with the exact same routine. His alarm clock goes off at 5:30 a.m. He gets out of bed immediately, because that’s what you’re supposed to do.

He puts on the clothes he laid out in preparation the night before. Then he heads straight down to his coffeemaker and presses the button. He prepared the filter and coffee beans the night before.

He lets his dog out into the yard and waits for exactly four minutes. If he were to give the dog less time to do what it needs to, it might not have time to finish, and if he allowed it more time, it might come up with something else to do. So he calls his dog back inside after four minutes and fetches its food from the pantry.

When the dog has settled down, Daniel says, Enjoy, and the dog eats its food. It immediately lunges for its water bowl while Daniel takes the feeding bowl and washes it with the special dish brush he uses exclusively for this purpose. He would never even consider using the ordinary dish brush, because dogs and humans don’t have the same bacterial flora. He can name at least three different afflictions that might spread from animal to human if proper dish brush hygiene is not observed.

His coffee is made, and he pours it into the same cup he uses every morning.

He makes his breakfast. Three eggs, all the same size, are boiled in the same saucepan, for exactly six minutes. He sets a timer and settles down to drink his coffee and keep an eye on his watch. He makes sure to make the coffee last for the entire time it takes to cook the eggs.

While he waits for the eggs, he notes with a frown that somebody has left a used coffee cup on the countertop. He washes it—with the ordinary dish brush—and then places it in the dishwasher.

The eggs are finished. Daniel rinses them under cold water for exactly three minutes and then leaves them in the pan for another three. He eats his eggs from the same eggcup as usual, sitting in the same chair he always sits in.

Now he pours a cup of coffee for his wife. Before leaving the kitchen, he takes a quick look around to make sure nothing is wrong. All the chairs are neatly pushed up to the table, and all the surfaces are wiped. Excellent. He does all this even if he happens to be running late for work. He simply can’t stop himself.

He walks upstairs to the bathroom and knocks on the door, because that’s what you’re supposed to do, even if you happen to have been married for fourteen years. When his wife responds with a sigh, he enters and places the cup on her end of the vanity.

While his wife gets ready, he meticulously makes the bed. Daniel stretches the sheets out diligently and notes to himself that they seem to have gone wrinkly sooner than usual this time. He makes a note on his phone to remind him to examine the iron tonight. Now he fetches a rag from the bathroom and dusts his nightstand. He does this every morning. However, he doesn’t touch his wife’s nightstand, for two simple reasons: mainly, because watching him dust it again makes her angry, but secondly, it’s because her nightstand is littered with stuff.

When Daniel comes back down to the kitchen, his wife is reading the news on her phone. He wrinkles his nose. The reason for his annoyance is that both of his teenagers always used to sit around and stare at their phones all the time and it made them impossible to talk to. Daniel and his wife negotiated a solution to the problem two years ago. They were in absolute agreement. No cell phones at the dinner table. Daniel has never broken this agreement, but everybody else has on at least a few occasions.

He points this out to his wife: I thought we agreed not to use our phones at the kitchen table? She answers that this was a deal they made with the teenagers years ago. Daniel simply can’t accept that—they had an agreement, and you only make agreements for one single reason: to honor them.

After all, after having pointed out to his wife how dirty her car was and having a long argument about the value of a clean car, he did promise to wash and clean out her car every Saturday morning, and he had done that ever since. Summer and winter alike—every Saturday morning, he washes her car, whether it’s dirty or not. Agreements exist to be honored.

He simply can’t let go of her using the phone at the table, and they end up having a loud argument. By the time they need to leave for work, they’re both in an awful mood. Daniel dryly notes that this is their twelfth serious disagreement this year.

WHEN CONTROL FREAKS GO TOO FAR

Obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD, is a clinical diagnosis. An individual who suffers from this will feel compelled to think a certain way or do things in a particular way. Doing things any other way causes anxiety. The possible consequences are of secondary importance—they could involve real problems as well as imagined ones. It’s more a matter of how creative the individual can be when it comes to imagining all the hellish things that might happen.

Of course, we all have thoughts and ideas we feel compelled to act on from time to time. For instance, we might go back and check that we locked the front door or make sure the stove is turned off. These are entirely reasonable behaviors. Personally, I always put my hand in my pocket to feel for my house keys before I shut the front door, even when I put them in the same pocket only fifteen seconds ago.

Why do I do that? Who knows? Perhaps I’m worried I might have failed to notice them falling to the floor through a hole in my pocket. Perhaps I’m afraid that the “Great Key Thief” might have struck again and brazenly teleported my keys from my pocket to the “Wasteland of Missing Keys.” I really don’t know.

However, if that compulsion had an excessive effect on my behavior, I might be suffering from OCD.

The symptoms of obsessive-compulsive disorder are often described as obsessions (thoughts) and compulsions (behaviors). Both of these are presumed to increase in intensity the more somebody worries or tries to avoid them.

Obsessions are unwanted thoughts or fantasies that come to mind. Examples of this could be anxiety over not having locked the door or not having turned the stove off. It’s often a fear of unwittingly causing harm to someone. The thoughts could revolve around being worried about causing a terrible event of some sort.

But other examples could be germaphobia and fears of various diseases.

Compulsions are the behaviors people rely on to soothe their anxiety when their obsessions have been triggered. They involve feeling that a particular behavior must be carried out, in a particular way, to prevent the obsessive thoughts from being actualized. Perhaps the sufferer will wash their hands or shower for a very long time, to allay a fear of dirt or bacteria. Others might sort or count things in a very specific way until everything feels completely right.

Naturally, all these behaviors can get in the way of living a normal life.

However, and just as naturally, they don’t always.

We’re discussing the extremes here. Perfectionists don’t have any sort of diagnosable condition, nor are tidy people or those who always double-check the lock on their door suffering from OCD. Perfectionists display distinctive, compulsive behaviors, but not to the extent where their lives would be disrupted or they would require any sort of treatment.

How to Spot a Compulsive Perfectionist

I’ve made a list of points to consider when trying to determine whether somebody might be a perfectionist. Since this isn’t an exact science, your own opinions and personal preferences will be important considerations and it will be important to try to make the most unbiased judgments you can. If the person you’re assessing has already become the object of some personal antipathy on your part, you might want to ask somebody else to give you their opinions before you come to a verdict. Unfortunately, we’re all prone to judging people we don’t like too harshly.

Here is a list of statements to label either true or false. One point for true, no points for false. Here we go! This person …


	deems it necessary to point out every possible flaw

	doesn’t like to admit to their own mistakes

	rarely displays emotion

	has a hard time finishing tasks

	keeps their promises

	is a genuine workaholic

	never takes time off

	adheres to a strict ethical and moral code

	micromanages others

	takes longer to prepare for a task than to actually perform it



Well, well. How many points did you give them? If they scored more than five points, we can probably presume that this person is a bit of a control freak. We can probably call them a perfectionist if they scored eight points. If they scored even higher than that, don’t expect anything you do to ever be good enough. Remember, though, this is just meant to give you an indication.

Perfection at All Costs

Imagine that you have to do something that’s going to be absolutely critical for your future. A test at school, a presentation at work, a paper to hand in at university, or the most important job interview you’ll ever have. This is the moment!

You prepare extremely well, in minute detail. You can feel your adrenaline kick in at the mere thought of messing it up. You simply can’t afford to have this go wrong.

Can you imagine what it would be like to feel that way every single workday?

This is more or less how a habitual perfectionist approaches every single task in their life.

In studies of habitual perfectionists, an interesting pattern has emerged, and certain personality traits have been found to be more prominent than others. For example, these individuals are less indulgent than the rest of us when it comes to leisure activities. They don’t enjoy spending a whole Saturday in front of the television. Regardless of how fascinating a new show might be, they prefer to spend their time on more important things. They don’t rest, even when they’ve earned a break. If, on rare occasions, they make themselves stay in front of the television for some reason, their conscience will be gnawing at them.

I should be doing something else right now.

What is this “something else” they feel compelled to do? The answer is simple: work. Work is their passion in life, their only true joy in life, their only salvation from their own demons. Sometimes this attitude can actually border on the obsessive.

Their focus on work is simultaneously a gift and a curse. Working makes them feel safe, like they’re successfully keeping chaos at bay. If you want to feel comfortable in their company and avoid feeling judged … the best approach is to work. Hard. For long hours.

It seems entirely plausible to me that the phrase failing to see the forest for the trees could have been coined by somebody who just had a confusing encounter with a habitual perfectionist. Their fevered attention to detail is the stuff of legend. People around them, whose attitude towards minor details is less rigid, have reported how fixated these energy vampires can actually get. They often skip from one detail to the next, turning everything inside out to uncover every last flaw. When people say
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