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that people have done to you, or ways you’ve been wronged, 
then perhaps you need to give your wounds attention before 
moving on. 

Talking to a counsellor, writing your thoughts in a journal 
or meditating can all provide space to listen and notice 
emotions. Acknowledge them, and then let go and move 
on. It might be that reflecting on early childhood can help. 
Hilda claims the habit of playing the victim can develop in 
childhood. If children get attention when things go badly, 
it may become a default mechanism to focus on difficulties, 
believing it’s the only way to be noticed. Similarly, if parents 
or guardians don’t explain the reasons for ill-fortune or share 
advice about how to prevent it in the future, it can foster the 
subconscious belief that bad things just happen and nothing 
can be done about them. But it can.

Look for patterns 
If something bad seems to happen to you again and again, 
Hilda recommends trying to figure out if you are contributing 
to it in some way. For example, one of her clients, Sarah, 
was regularly working extra hours at an advertising agency 
and was often being given more work than she could 
comfortably handle. When Hilda and Sarah discussed the 
issue it transpired that Sarah was nervous of laying down firm 
boundaries with her employer because she wanted to appear 
competent and to do her job well.   

Dig deep and ask yourself why a specific pattern might be 
occurring. Sarah remembered that when she was young her 
dad lost his job and the family struggled. She grew up with the 
impression that jobs were hard to come by and if you had one you 
should try to hold onto it at all costs. Therefore she found herself 
saying yes to more work even when she wanted to say no. 

Ask yourself if the belief you hold is true or relevant to your 
own life. When Sarah thought about speaking up to her boss 
she considered the worst-case scenario, believing she would lose 
her job. However, she was in a different situation to her father. 
She was a highly qualified and experienced professional and was 
aware she could find another job. As a result, she was able to let 
go of old beliefs that did not serve her own life. 

Take responsibility
When you’ve been hurt, it can sometimes be hard to let go of 
feelings of anger, and the sense of injustice that you’ve been 
wronged. As Denice Frohman, a US poet, writer and performer 
says: ‘Your wound is probably not your fault, but your healing is 
your responsibility.’ At some point you need to let go and move 
on, and look at what you can change in the present. 

In Sarah’s case, she approached her boss to tell him she was 
struggling with the workload. He listened, relieved she wasn’t 

handing in her notice, and was flexible and accommodating 
because he valued Sarah’s contribution to the firm.

Hilda states that when someone feels like the victim they 
may vent about their issues to a friend or rescuer, someone 
who hears all about a persecutor who is making life hard. 
Unknowingly, the rescuer can then reinforce the person’s sense 
of being a victim by failing to offer any solutions.

Hilda says that this is where a counsellor can be helpful.  
A friend may listen and empathise, but they won’t always ask 
the hard questions to help you see the situation from a new 
perspective and figure out how to make changes. 

One way to help yourself is to ask this question: ‘what would 
you like to do if you weren’t you?’ This can make it easier to 
imagine the possibility of feeling free and empowered. Instead 
of seeing impossible goals, look at the outcome and start to 
make small changes to get there. 

If you have a dream of moving to the countryside, but have 
always believed it could never be a reality, then the first step 
might be to browse for jobs in a new area. If you’d like to 
make a difference to other people’s lives, then try talking to an 
organisation about volunteering. 

As you work through these steps and start making changes, 
there will be setbacks. Keep a check on your thought and beliefs 
during these times and don’t give up. Take inspiration from 
people such as author JK Rowling, whose idea for a book about 
a young boy in a magical world was rejected many times before 
the first Harry Potter novel was published. One publisher even 
suggested she join a writing class. Keep going.
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Do you always feel hard done by, that nothing goes your way and you never get what you want  
or deserve? There’s a chance you’ve unwittingly set up a self-fulfilling prophecy. The good news  
is change is possible – and by letting go of old beliefs you can rewrite the ending…

Does it seem like bad things are always happening to you? Is life 
an upward struggle, and you feel like you’re fighting to walk up 
a down escalator, going nowhere fast? Everyone goes through 
difficult times and experiences bad luck and setbacks now and 
again. But when this regularly occurs and you feel as though 
you’re not in control of your life or destiny, is something else 
happening? Are you playing the victim?

Hilda Burke, a psychotherapist, life coach and therapist, 
considers one dictionary definition of the word victim: ‘A person 
who has come to feel helpless or passive in the face of misfortune 
or ill-treatment.’ She says that playing the victim becomes a 
problem if you constantly feel helpless or if you’ve come to think 
of yourself as the kind of person who always has bad luck – both 
of which can have a negative impact on your life. It might mean 
that you give up on your dreams in your work or personal life 
because you can’t believe anything good will happen to you. 

One way to recognise if you’re playing the victim is to notice 
if you’re forever complaining (or just thinking) about things 
you feel you have no control over. Try to be mindful of your 
conversations and inner thoughts and notice to what extent you 
might be stuck in hard-done-by mode.

It doesn’t serve anyone well to give up on trying to attain 
goals. If you don’t put yourself forward for a promotion because 
you assume you stand no chance, or you don’t strike up a 
conversation with someone you’re attracted to because you  
don’t think they’d ever be interested in you, you trigger a  
self-fulfilling prophecy. It’s hard for life to go well if you don’t 
believe change is possible.  

How can you get out of victim mode? One way is to think of 
it as a sign that your emotions have become stuck. The word 
emotion comes from the Latin emotere, which means energy in 
motion. If you find yourself constantly preoccupied with things 

Are you playing the victim?


