
Over the past ten years, these strategies have proven extremely successful with overshoppers I’ve
worked with. They represent a small but important part of the Stopping Overshopping Program. Use them
faithfully and you’ll see a definite change in your overshopping habits. Mindful awareness, rather than
judgment, is the key to changing your behavior.

Proven Strategy #1: Identify your triggering emotions.

• Shopping is an equal opportunity, all purpose mood changer.  Overshopping is a problem common
to people at all points on the income spectrum, from people on welfare to billionaires. Given the fact that
consumption fuels our economy, our culture has seen fit to smile upon the problem, making the
destructive use of money practically a cultural imperative. While there are as many reasons to overshop
as there are overshoppers, the desire to change your mood is one of the most common. Anger, sadness,
loneliness, boredom, and excitement, to cite only a few emotions, can all lead to a shopping binge.

How do you use shopping to change your mood? In the left-hand column, are some common feelings
that trigger overshopping. Think about your own overshopping patterns and in the blank column on the
right, list the triggering emotions that apply to you. There may be other triggering emotions that apply to
you. If so, write them in.

Common Triggering Emotions
Sad
Depressed
Hurt
Bored
Inadequate
Needy
Rejected
Unattractive
Anxious
Doubtful
Afraid
Angry
Frustrated
Ashamed
Guilty
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My Own Triggering Emotions
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
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Proven Strategy #2: Discover your authentic needs.
You can never get enough of what you don’t really need.  Though it may offer temporary relief,
overshopping cannot create enduring change in the feelings that underlie it; no physical goods can truly fill
emotional holes. Happiness, despite the promise of the ads and the powerful pull of our consumer culture,
cannot be the next purchase away, nor the next, nor the purchase after that; and to seek it by buying things
is to mount an endless treadmill, where you huff and puff and barely stay in place. Do you really need that
sixth pair of black pants or the newest digital camera or whatever it is you think will fill you up? What you
really need is related to the mood that’s precipitating the shopping binge. If you’re angry, for example, and
your shopping is a form of revenge, what you need is a healthy way to manage those feelings so you can let
go of them. Retaliatory shopping won’t do the job.

What are you really shopping for?  Now that you’ve recognized some triggering feelings, you can
begin to think about what authentic and important underlying needs relate to these feelings. If, for example,
you’re feeling anxious, your underlying need is for calm or relaxation or perhaps reassurance. If  you’re
feeling guilty, you might need to accept yourself more, or to atone for some wrongdoing; or you might need
forgiveness from someone. If you’re feeling needy, you may want attention, or to be seen or known, or to
feel confident, deserving, independent.

In the left column below, write the feelings you identified above as your own personal overshopping
triggers. In the right column, identify the authentic and important emotional needs that are for you
connected to those feelings.

My Own Triggering Emotions
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________
________________

   ________________
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Authentic Underlying Needs
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

•



Proven Strategy #3: Instead of shopping, tailor-make alternatives.
Tailor-made alternatives are an important strategy for eliminating overshopping, a defense for when the urge
is sharp and strong. A tailor-made alternative is an activity you prepare ahead of time to do instead of
shopping, an activity carefully chosen to address your authentic needs. The process works on several levels.
Do something instead of shopping and you’re taking control of your life and your habit. Do something
instead of shopping and you’ll probably find that the urge has dissipated. And every time you do this, you
reinforce your power to resist subsequent urges.

To use this strategy successfully, however, you must choose or discover or invent tailor-made alternatives
that genuinely address your needs, for when you do that you are strengthening the disconnect between those
needs and shopping. Perhaps, for example, you overshop out of a craving for the easy personal attention of
salespeople, the ready rapport available, buyer and seller joined (if only briefly) in transaction. Underneath
this urge, in all probability, is loneliness, the feeling of being unconnected, not belonging, an outcast at life’s
feast. Instead of shopping, you might choose to sit with and pet a beloved animal. You might call someone
you feel close to and meet for dinner or a movie or conversation. You might volunteer your help or expertise,
since what we get back when we do this is a feeling of connection. You might even choose some comforting
way to connect with yourself, maybe a bath with bubbles and scent and candlelight and soft music.

Now that you’ve listed your triggering emotions and authentic, underlying needs in the space below,
conceive of and write down tailor-made alternatives that meet those needs. These are activities that you will
do instead of shopping. Be sure that each contributes to the genuine fulfillment of your specific, important,
authentic needs. Take your time with this list and bring all your creativity to it.

Triggering        Authentic      Tailor-made
Emotion            Need             Alternative
________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________

________       __________        _______________________________________________________
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Keep in mind:
These strategies may appear simple on the surface, but each is a powerful new way of
addressing your overshopping problem. Do not be surprised if you try one and discover it may
take some time to succeed. Overcoming a long-term destructive habit doesn’t happen
overnight; it takes commitment and daily attention. Be patient with yourself, congratulate
yourself for every step in the right direction, and above all, resist any tendency to judge
yourself for the inevitable occasional step backward.

As you stop overshopping, you might feel worse before you feel better. The feelings that
you’re trying to handle by buying can well up, because you’re no longer anesthetized or
distracted from them by your buying behavior. Be ready for this; having solid strategies for
riding out those intense initial feelings is crucial. As you continue to resist the shopping
impulse and begin to practice healthier ways of dealing with your feelings, the intensity of the
difficult feelings will lessen and your power to resist overshopping will grow.

The change you are making is a significant one—you wouldn’t be struggling with it if it
weren’t—and anxiety always accompanies major change. Diffuse that anxiety by focusing on
your new tools and strategies and by visualizing what you’ll gain: self-control, self-esteem,
better relationships, relief from debt and shame and secrecy, and a general feeling of being
grounded and competent. If the compulsion to shop is so strong that you can’t follow through
on the strategies outlined above, you might be interested in working with the Stopping
Overshopping Self-Help Program, which will be available this winter.

I wish you the best in your commitment to stopping overshopping,
and to moving from mindless buying to mindful being.

                                                            April Lane Benson
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