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I woke up one grey Saturday morning with a brain full of disappointment and a general 
annoyance about  everything.  I knew that I had a ton of work to catch up on, bills to pay that I 
knew were late and about 4 more days until payday, all of the dirty laundry, about 34 emails 
waiting for a response, and to top it all off the sound of one of my beloved and mischievous cats 
knocking over all of the objects on the kitchen table to signal me that his food bowl was empty.  
 
I rolled over and like most of us, picked up my phone and began chipping away at a mountain of 
Facebook, Instagram, and email notifications. As I laid there scrolling through my news feed, a 
message notification popped up from one of my dearest companions. It was a slam poem titled 
“Complainers” by Rudy Francisco. I had just told this person a few nights ago two very 
important facts about myself, facts you the reader should also know moving forward:  
 

1. I can’t stand it when people complain.  
2. I really love poetry. 

 
Curious and excited, I started watching the video and got slapped in the heart with a serious dose 
of perspective with the following excerpt:  
 

“When your day is a museum of disappointments hanging from events that were outside              
of your control, when you find yourself flailing in an ocean of “Why is this happening to                 
me?”...When you get punched in the esophagus by a fistful of life, remember that every               
year two million people die of dehydration so it doesn’t matter if the glass is half full or                  
half empty, there’s water in the cup. Drink it, and stop complaining. 

 
Muscle is created by repeatedly lifting things that have been designed to weigh us down.               
So when your shoulders feel heavy, stand up straight and lift your chin – call it exercise.                 
When the world crumbles around you, you have to look at the wreckage and then build a                 
new one out of the pieces that are still here. 

 
Remember, you are still here. 



 
The human heart beats approximately four thousand times per hour. 
Each pulse, each throb, each palpitation is a trophy engraved with the words “You are               
still alive”. 

 
You are still alive. 
Act like it.  ” 1

 
Remember how I said a few sentences ago  that I hate when people complain and yet I started 
this whole piece describing my morning which began with complaining? I think that, like most 
things in life, it’s so much easier to spot what annoys us in another than it is to recognize it in 
ourselves. We don’t like to admit that we have unhealthy habits (i.e. binge watching all of 
“Stranger Things” in one sitting...not that I would know anything about that), because those 
habits are comfortable and familiar to us. Often we don’t even realize we’re doing it.  
 
But this is where poems like Francisco’s remind of us something very important: Complaining is 
terrible for you. It’s terrible for your health. It’s terrible for your brain. It’s terrible for your 
relationships. It’s a terrible epidemic sweeping society.  
 
Most of all, as artist James Victore states: “Complaining is not conversation.”  

This is Your Brain on Complaints 
 
Research has shown that the average person complains once per minute during a typical 
conversation  . Doesn’t that sound absolutely exhausting? Yet we do it all of the time and 2

wonder why we so frequently leave conversations feeling either emotionally drained, frustrated, 
generally annoyed, or heightened (just to name a few).  
 
Furthermore, let’s call a spade a spade, folks: We can admit to ourselves that complaining feels 
good. But like lots of things that feel good (again, “Stranger Things” marathon anyone?!), 
complaining is not a healthy behavioral pattern.   
 
Dr. Travis Bradberry summarizes that complaining rewires your brain for negativity. There are 
some catchy sayings among neuroscientists: “Neurons that fire together wire together” and 

1  Francisco, Rudy. (2014). Excerpt from “Complainers” as performed at the 2014 National Poetry Slam 
Semifinals. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p8NVLq2fGLc  
2  Bradberry, Travis. (2017). “How Complaining Rewires Your Brain for Negativity”. 
http://www.talentsmart.com/articles/How-Complaining-Rewires-Your-Brain-for-Negativity-2147446676-p-1
.html 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p8NVLq2fGLc
http://www.talentsmart.com/articles/How-Complaining-Rewires-Your-Brain-for-Negativity-2147446676-p-1.html
http://www.talentsmart.com/articles/How-Complaining-Rewires-Your-Brain-for-Negativity-2147446676-p-1.html


“Practice makes permanent” . When we repeat a behavior, the neurons in our brain create 3

bridges that help our brain to be more efficient -- because, after all, our brains don’t like to work 
any harder than they have to .  4

 
Also keep in mind that we are social critters. We were designed to be around others, so our 
brains naturally mimic the moods of those around us .  What makes this habit so hard to break is 5

not only how good it feels to complain, but the release we feel physiologically is coupled with 
the reinforcement we get through socializing and complaining with others.  
 
By the way, these patterns literally damage your brain. Bradberry states that research from 
Stanford University has shown that complaining shrinks the hippocampus, the area of the brain 
that’s critical to problem solving and intelligent thought  .  Furthermore, each time you complain, 6

your body releases cortisol, a stress hormone that shifts your body into “fight or flight” mode 
resulting in all sorts of physiological effects that are intended to assist you from either escaping 
the threat or defending yourself. This extra cortisol damages your immune system, too, and 
makes you more susceptible to illnesses .  7

Types of Complainers: The Venter, The Sympathy Seeker, and The Chronic 
Complainer  
 
There are many articles that describe the different “types of complainers”, but most of them 
agree on the following three types as defined by Robin Kowalski, PhD, a professor of 
psychology at Clemson University: 
 

“The Venter”: A dissatisfied person who isn’t interested in hearing any solutions, no 
matter how brilliant. They just want to “get it all out”.  

 
“The Sympathy Seeker”: The “I’ve got it so much worse that you do, so sit on down and 
let me tell ya about it.” Or maybe make statements such as “Everything is awful and you 
can’t convince me otherwise.”  
 
“The Chronic Complainer”:  Those living in a state of complaint and “ruminate”. This 
basically means thinking and complaining about a particular problem again and again. 

3  Ibid 
4  Ibid 
5  Ibid 
6  Ibid 
7  Ibid 



Instead of feeling a release after complaining, this sort of complaining can actually make 
things worse, such as resulting in more worry and anxiety.   8

 
I’d be willing to wager that at some point in our lives we have all been one (or maybe all three) 
of these types of complainers.  Or maybe given the circumstances we find ourselves in, we 
oscillated between one type of complaining or another.  
 
An important disclaimer here is that it’s not my intent for you to take those categories and go out 
into the world and start labeling others (including yourself) as any specific type of complainer. 
Because that’s not helpful, and that’s not really effective for any relationship you have with a 
co-worker, your child, your partner, or even yourself. It’s just a starting point to get our bearings 
as we take the psychological research about complaining along with us as we begin the really 
hard work of practicing mindfulness.  

Mark Manson: “Happiness is Not Enough” 
 
Oh yes, you read that correctly. Happiness is not enough, y’all.  
 
Mark Manson , author and blogger, proposes the following premises to support his claim that 9

happiness is not enough.  
 
1. Emotions are the result of your mind comparing your external environment to your 
expectations.   10

 
Let’s talk about that time my friend and I drove for nearly six hours in the dog days of summer in 
her tiny Ford Focus all the way up to Chicago to see one of our favorite performers... only for it 
to get rained out halfway through the set... then the ENTIRE field of hundreds of audience 
members flocked to the only subway station nearby in the torrential downpour... 
 

8  Kowalski, Robin. As cited in "How Complaining Physically Rewires Your Brain To Be Anxious And 
Depressed." Daily Health Post. November 07, 2017. Accessed November 9, 2017. 
https://dailyhealthpost.com/complaining-brain-negativity/ 
 
9  Disclaimer: Manson uses very adult language and situations frequently in his works. I have revised 
phrasing and contributed my own personal experiences not only for impact but also as a courtesy to our 
readers at Community Montessori. If you would like to read more, please feel free to access the links 
available at the end of this article!  
 
10  Manson, Mark. “Happiness is Not Enough”. Mark Manson. Accessed November 9, 2017. 
https://markmanson.net/happiness-not-enough 

https://dailyhealthpost.com/complaining-brain-negativity/


...definitely not what we were expecting to happen. And we complained so much about that day 
that when we’re together listening to that performer, we still bring it up in conversation. Our 
poor little neurons!  

 
Emotions are really helpful instant feedback that our brains give us about our interactions with 
our environment . They can help us know when it’s time to leave a really unsafe situation. They 11

can help us know when we are safe again. They can help us to get some release. But they aren’t 
super helpful when it comes to breaking the cycle of complaining. They give us a good starting 
point for assessing our values.  
 
2. Complaining is a miscalculation of values. 
 
Manson argues that all of our complaints tend to arise out of a miscalculation of values: When 
we are out of balance and find ourselves complaining, it's because we have either forgotten about 
or abandoned our values for ones that do not suit who we are and what we believe in .  12

 
What we have to do is find some self-composure and ask ourselves, “Is this a direct threat to my 
values and overall well-being?” If so, we need to figure out how to properly channel our 
emotions in a way that leads to helpful internal dialogue so that we can have healthy and 
respectful conversations with those involved as we work toward finding a  solution to the 
problem.  
 
3. You are always choosing.  13

 
Yes. Even on the worst day. Even if you are someone (like me) who struggles with mental health 
issues. You are always choosing. Maybe you won’t realize it right away. But you are always 
choosing. That is your power.  

“Now hold up, Katie! Some pretty terrible things have happened to me. I didn’t choose 
any of that! ” 
 
You’re not wrong. Sometimes the things that happen to us are more than a concert getting rained 
out -- they’re downright traumatic. For example, I thought my grandpa was doing better after his 
surgery in February, but less than three weeks later I woke up at 4am to a tearful phone call from 
my mom with the news that he had passed away in the night. Just like that. Gone.  

11  Ibid, 2017 
12  Manson, Mark. (2016) “The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck: A Counterintuitive Approach to Living a 
Good Life”. HarperOne Publishing. New York.  
13  Ibid, (2016) 



 
That definitely didn’t meet my expectations. 
That was incredibly traumatic. 
I’m pretty certain in one day I experienced every single human emotion possible.  
And that certainly wasn’t something that I chose to happen.  
 
What I felt then and continue to feel at times are feelings of incredible loss and sorrow. This 
wonderful, loving, funny man was someone I was not expecting to lose so soon. He was an avid 
fisherman and a man who faithfully styled his hair every morning, yes even if he was going to the 
lake to fish. 
 
Sometimes I’ll pass by the sporting goods sections in stores and start to tear up when I see a 
fishing lure that looks like one he had long ago. The environment has surprised me...I wasn’t 
expecting to be struck by that sight.  
 
These moments can be hard for me to work through. But my point is look how quickly emotions 
come into the picture. Especially when it’s something we care deeply about and value. 
 
Where there is great value, there are great emotions. I valued the relationship I had with my 
grandpa on a deep level. But the beauty of emotions and being a human is that I get to choose 
how to channel those emotions. Of course I still cry and feel sad about that loss. But that 
reminds me that my value statement of “Family is one of the most important things in my life” 
still holds true.  
 
It’s not always easy.  
After all, there will always be more fishing lures.  
 
On a lighter note, not everything that happens is terrible! Woo! Sometimes things don’t go they 
way you’d expect and it’s awesome. Like maybe you’re having a terrible day and you get a text 
from your friend saying that they got you a surprise ticket to see Prince. That’s pretty groovy (at 
least I thought it was when it happened to me!).  
 
Look, folks, we aren’t always going to be happy. We aren’t supposed to always be happy -- any 
episode of “Star Trek” can tell you that societies that are always happy tend to have..not so 
happy endings. If we were always happy and content, how could progress, invention, and 
creativity ever occur? We’d probably be the most boring species on the planet.  
 



In order to be happy, in order to grow, there must be confrontation of some sort, and anyone who 
is paying the slightest bit of attention to their surroundings and relationships knows that life is 
going to confront you in more ways than you’ll ever be able to calculate.  
 
This is how we build that muscle that Rudy Francisco spoke about in his poem. We have to 
repeatedly lift the hard things life hands us in order to become stronger, more resilient beings. 
And this means having crucial conversations with yourself and others. So here are some ways to 
help get you going on your own journey toward more mindful communication.  

How to Start Having Value-Centered Communication 
 
1.  Decide what is important to you in a neutral, quiet moment.  

 
Assessing your values in the middle of a heated argument with another isn’t the most 
optimal time for your brain to do that work, especially considering that if emotions are 
high, your brain’s executive functioning skills have taken a back seat and your amygdala 
has a firm grip on the steering wheel.  
 
Practices like journaling, going for a walk, sitting in a quiet room mediating, or any other 
action that gives you time to sit with your own thoughts are so crucial. Find a way to sift 
through all of the noise of the day, set aside all of the tasks, and just be with yourself. 
Everything else will still be there and it can wait.  
 
Write down the values that are the most important to you and revisit them frequently. 
Practice saying them in your mind while you brush your teeth in the morning. Practice 
saying them out loud when you’re stuck in traffic (rather than some other...not so kind 
phrases you’re probably saying out loud to that car that just cut you off). This is a great 
early step to practicing self-awareness and working on re-writing unhelpful narratives 
you have given yourself.  

 
2. Have Some Emotional Diversity: Embrace the Negative Emotions as Your Best Teachers 

 
Mark Manson says, “Researchers think that people who experience a wider range of 
emotions are more resilient in the face of adversity because they’re better at identifying 
what triggers those emotions. ” Manson compares this to having a really well-rounded 14

14  Manson, Mark. “Happiness is Not Enough”. Mark Manson. Accessed November 9, 2017. 
https://markmanson.net/happiness-not-enough 



stock portfolio: the morse diverse the portfolio is, the more resilient it will be to large 
swings in stock values .  15

 
(Image: Mark Manson, 2017) 
 
This is why it’s so important to validate and embrace those moments when you’re 
experiencing an emotion that isn’t necessarily positive. Sometimes you need to sit and work 
through anger, fear, disgust, etc. in order to be able to better answer the question of why the 
situation is making you feel that way and how you can solve the problem to protect your values 
and the values of others who might be involved.  This will help you to be more present in the 
moment when those emotions come rushing to the surface in future circumstances. 
 
3. Practice Being the Last to Speak in Situations 
 
This is probably the hardest one for most of us to practice, myself included. When we perceive 
that our well-being is threatened somehow, it is really easy for us to want to interrupt or shut 
down another person. But all that does is heighten an already heightened situation. But when we 
practice being the last to speak in situations, we are less likely to fall into defensive statements. It 
helps us to practice pulling back so we can -- dare I say it? -- actually practice listening to 
another person?! Try it! You might find that you get some new information that you desperately 
needed, including but not limited to: another person’s perspective, more information about the 

15  Ibid  



sequence of events, compassion, and more! Can you pick up on my sarcasm? Because I’m laying 
it down pretty thick.  
 
Listen. Just sit and listen. You might not like everything you hear, but that’s part of hearing 
something outside of your own mind! You lose nothing and gain so much more by actively 
listening rather than just waiting for your turn to speak.  
 
4. When You Do Speak… 
 
Try some of these phrases when you’re communicating with another person:  

● “What is your purpose in telling me this? Do you need help?  
○ If they say to you, “I’m just venting”, encourage them to think about a plan for the 

next time they are in a similar situation. Empower the other to take action rather 
than just dumping that energy onto you and walking away. 

○ If it sounds like a chronic complaint, ask the person, “I hear you bringing this 
situation up a lot and it seems like it really bothers you. I’d like to offer support. 
What is it you need out of the situation?” Again, this encourages action!  

● “What solutions have you thought of? What have you already tried? What didn’t work?”  
○ This helps the other person to know that you’re actively listening and that you 

want to offer ideas that maybe they haven’t thought of before.  
● My personal favorite: “What is the best that will happen?”  

○ Oh yes, a twist on the popular “What’s the worst that could happen?” we’ve all 
been raised on. When we put ourselves and others in this mindset, we’re now 
setting everyone up to fall into a downward spiral of fearing the worst possible 
case scenarios.  

 
Is the conversation moving into an uncomfortable or heightened direction? Try this:  

● “I am aware that I’m feeling really __________ right now. I am not ready to talk.” 
○ Because hey! Guess what?!  You don’t always have to talk and sort it out 

immediately. In fact, if you’re saying that either to yourself or someone else, 
the conversation needs to be revisited in a neutral moment. Walk away from 
the situation. Put the phone down before you send that short novel of a text to the 
person who has upset you. Take your fingertips off of the keyboard before you 
respond to that disrespectful comment on the Internet. It can all wait for you to be 
ready to address it in the way that you value.  

 
5. Above All Else, Express Gratitude and Remember:  
 

You are still here. 



You are still alive.  
 
Your glass has water in it. Drink it up.  
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