
 



5 Successful Strategies for  
Avoiding the “Door Mat Trap” 

By Allison Ricciardi, LMHC and David Prosen, LMHC 
 
Christ very clearly calls us to love one another. He also tells us to love our 
neighbor as our self.  That implies that He truly expects us to love ourselves 
as the foundation for other loving relationships.  But does loving others 
mean that we should allow them to take advantage of us, hurt us and walk all 
over us like door mats? Absolutely not!  Falling into this “door mat trap” 
just leaves us feeling exhausted, resentful and miserable.  Who wants that?! 
 
The following are five successful strategies that will empower you to live 
more meaningful lives and to spring you out of the “door mat trap” to the 
sunny side of the welcome mat. 
 
First strategy:   Make Friends with the Word “No”.   
 
“Let your yes be yes and your no be no…anything more is from the devil”. 
 
Wow- strong words from Jesus.  But let’s look at that.  God wants you to be 
free and experience joy and happiness with others - the devil wants you to be 
miserable, and sows strife and division.   So when Jesus makes a strong 
statement like that we should pay careful attention. 
 
Most people who end up falling into the “door mat trap” say yes to others 
pretty regularly when they really want to say no. Do you do that?  Why? 
 
There are several common reasons: 
 
We all want to be liked and loved. Some think that by always being 
agreeable they will be loved…and if they say no, they won’t be.  That seems 
logical. But if this is something you do, let me ask you, does it actually 
work?  And if you think it does, at what cost? 
 
Being truly loved involves being real.  By always saying yes you don’t 
really know if they like you or what you do for them.  In order to experience 
the joy of being loved, you need to allow others to know who you really are 
and how you really feel.  If you put pressure on yourself to say yes to 
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everyone, you’ll never really feel loved as you won’t feel free.  Without 
freedom love is impossible.  Try to imagine a relationship where you are 
free to say no and be loved anyway.  And remember, if someone is going to 
withdraw their love conditionally like that, then it isn’t really love anyway 
so cut your losses.  By learning to say no, you’ll be in a win-win situation.  
You get to do what you really want to do and not do what you really don’t 
want to do (a win)…and you’ll find out who your friends really are (another 
win).  A true friend will respect your right to say no.  Stop settling for 
counterfeit friends.  They’re standing in the way of the real ones. 
 
We fear saying no will result in anger, rejection and punishment. For 
many, this belief is rooted in experience.  Certain people in your life have 
treated you badly and used guilt and subtle (and maybe not so subtle) threats 
to punish you in some way if you don’t do what they want you to do.  They 
may withdraw their love, retaliate by not doing things for you, or abandon 
you if you don’t do what they want.  This may trigger abandonment issues 
you may have from your upbringing making it hard to stand up to.  They 
know that and use it against you.  Many people define the word selfish this 
way:  When you don’t do what I want you to do- you’re selfish.  Does this 
sound familiar? 
 
Unfortunately, by saying yes you’ve enabled this situation.  We can never 
appease a tyrant and by trying we only make it stronger.  It’s probably not 
your fault as in many cases this is rooted in family patterns you were born 
into.  But there is a better way to live.  It takes courage and commitment but 
you can be set free.  If this describes you, look for some outside support.  
Individual and group therapy can be really helpful. Many 12 step programs 
like Al Anon and Emotions Anonymous can also be a big help. 
 
You’re afraid of hurting another’s feelings.  You’re probably sensitive to 
that since your own feelings have likely been hurt so much.  Believe it or 
not, there are ways to say no without doing harm to the other person but you 
probably haven’t experienced it yourself so you fear doing to others what’s 
been done to you.  If that’s the case, then first let me congratulate you on 
being such a kind person.  You have a good heart.  But if you want that heart 
to stop being broken you’ll need to learn the skills to say no with respect, 
kindness and firmness to break out of the door mat trap.  Again, individual 
therapy and groups like “Movie Therapy for the Too Nice Christian” are 
great options for you. 
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Remember, you cannot be all things to all people. Attempting to do so will 
leave you feeling exhausted and resentful.  You won’t find true happiness in 
that. There is nothing wrong with saying no. There will still be many times 
you’ll say yes.  You’ll get to decide…and with your kind heart rest assured 
you won’t turn into the “No Monster” you fear.  
 
Try this exercise:  Practice saying no to the little things.  If your spouse asks 
you if you’d like Chinese food tonight and you’d rather have pizza- say no 
and state what you would prefer.  When the cashier asks you to donate to a 
cause you don’t really know much about or prefer not to support, say no.  
Say no even if you do support it just for practice.  You can always go home 
and write a check if you really want to.   
 
Ironically, many people caught in the “Door mat Trap” also struggle with 
saying yes!  When it comes to something they would like, or a kind offer 
from someone else, they automatically say no. For example, if someone asks 
you over for dinner your response might be “no” because you don’t want to 
be a bother. Or maybe they offer you a glass of water, and you say no even 
though you’re actually thirsty.   There may be similar reasons for saying no 
when you mean yes.  Remember, if someone is kind to you, they must think 
you’re worthy.  Start believing that too.  Jesus died to prove that to you.  
Practice saying yes to kind offers from others…(even if you’re not thirsty- 
water’s cheap).  By doing so you give the other person an opportunity for 
grace as well. 
 
Now let’s be clear…there are times you’ll feel like you should say yes when 
you really don’t feel like doing something out of a sense of justice.  Say a 
neighbor has done several favors for you and now needs a quick ride to the 
mechanic to pick up her car.  You may be tired but your desire to reciprocate 
overrides your desire to say no.  Do you see the difference there?  You have 
two desires- one to stay home and rest and the other to do the favor out of a 
sense of fairness and reciprocation.  You still are choosing freely according 
to what you truly feel. 
 
Last point- remember what Jesus said:  let your yes be yes and your no be 
no.  Don’t waffle.  Follow through or people will know that your “no” only 
means no the first 3 times and after that they have you.  Be strong. 
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Second Strategy: Set Your Boundaries and Keep Them.  
 
Boundaries are rules, and/or emotional or physical space set in place in order 
to protect us. Many who are caught in the door mat trap have very poor 
boundaries or none at all. They can’t really tell where they end and another 
person begins. An example of this is Gabbie who thinks she must always 
answer everybody’s questions and in great detail even if she doesn’t want to.  
She responds in this way for the same reasons she says yes when she really 
wants to say no. By setting a boundary, Gabbie can learn what information is 
hers and what another person has or doesn’t have the right to know.  For 
instance, Gabbie’s has a little tiff with her husband.  Her Mom comes over 
and notices her mood and starts grilling her.  As much as Mom may seem to 
be asking out of love, Mom really has no right to that information and it’s 
okay to say “I’d rather not talk about that”. If Mom still presses her she may 
need to set another boundary and remove yourself from the situation.  
 
Imagine children playing on a mountain top with no fences and no guard 
rails.  It would be hard to have fun, especially if you’ve seen some 
playmates go over the side.  By having guard rails, the kids are more free to 
play in peace knowing there is something in place to keep them safe. 
 
Many people who struggle with setting boundaries grew up in homes 
without any…or at least not any good ones.  If that’s the case for you, you’ll 
need to examine the family boundaries- or lack of boundaries - and then 
learn better, more appropriate ones that work in your life.  Check our 
bookstore for a great book on the topic- “Boundaries” by John Trent and 
Gary Smalley. 
 
Third Strategy: Test Your Motivations.  
 
Your “Yes” response, and even your inclination to offer help quickly before 
even being asked, is probably conditioned and pretty automatic. Slow down 
the process.  Before you say yes or offer your time or services, take time and 
pray. Ask yourself and God what is the real reason you’re considering 
saying yes. Be brutally honest with yourself. The answers may surprise you 
and be difficult to admit.  Is it out of true charity? Is it because it’s the right 
and just thing to do? Or are you hoping the other person will like you better? 
Are you hoping to rope them into an even bigger favor for you by doing this 
for them? Are you afraid of the other person will be angry if you say no? Do 
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you fear punishment or retaliation if you say no?  Do you want everyone to 
think you’re nice?  Do you get sympathy from friends for being a martyr and 
there are actually some secondary gains to being taken advantage of?  None 
of these motivations will lead to freedom and happiness for you. 
 
One key test is to ask yourself, “Do I feel equally free to say no?” Every 
healthy human interaction must have a reverence for human freedom. If you 
do not feel free to say no… then chances might be high that you are setting 
yourself up for the Doormat trap. Remember, healthy relationships are based 
on mutual respect for the real you…not some fabricated version of yourself.  
Know yourself and your motivations. 
 
Fourth Strategy:  Listen To Your Feelings. 
 
When someone says something or does something for you, pay attention to 
what you are feeling inside. Do you have a warm feeling of love? Or do you 
feel uneasy, uncomfortable, fearful, or some other unpleasant emotion? For 
example, Lucy has a terrible cold and her husband has made her chicken 
soup, and went out of his way to make sure she felt comfortable as he 
pampered her and cleaned the house. Lucy felt warm inside, cherished and 
loved by her husband.  On the other hand, Marie Barone the Mom on 
“Everybody loves Raymond” often does very kind things for her family 
members but they usually don’t feel very warm inside. Often they feel 
angry, and manipulated by the strings attached to Marie’s “Love”.  Making 
chicken soup for Raymond when he’s sick serves to make his wife Debra 
feel inadequate and Raymond obligated to his Mom at Debra’s expense. 
 
Can you think of a time when someone gave you something or did 
something nice for you but you didn’t feel warm or joyful about it? Maybe 
deep down you knew there’d be strings attached, it would later be thrown in 
your face or that they were really doing it to make themselves look or feel 
good.  
 
Take time to experience all your feelings, both emotional and physical. Our 
emotions and physical feelings in our bodies (such as headaches or hunger) 
are like barometers that give us important information.  Listen!  Once you 
know what you’re feeling you can guide those emotions by reason and make 
better decisions about saying yes or no. 
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Fifth Strategy: Be Pro-active.  
 
Once you begin listening to your feelings and building healthy boundaries 
take it further by planning ahead. Use your answering machine so you don’t 
get put on the spot and you can go through these steps and plan your reply 
rather than automatically saying yes or getting harangued if you say no.  
Text your reply to avoid that confrontation, especially in the beginning as 
you put these strategies in place.  Technology can be a real friend in such 
circumstances.   
 
If you know by past experience that you will be in an uncomfortable 
situation, plan out your escape before you get there. For example, if you 
know that Uncle Fred will likely be drunk and verbally abusive by the end of 
Thanksgiving dinner, make other plans for after dinner and let the family 
know in advance that you’ll be leaving at a certain time. Most importantly 
follow through and mean what you say.  As soon as the turkey’s off the 
table, your feet need to be out the door. 
 
By implementing these 5 strategies you can make some big changes in your 
life.  But, let’s face it, going it alone can be really tough.  Our group, “Movie 
Therapy for the Too-Nice Christian” is a great way to supercharge your 
escape from the door mat trap.  This low cost, insightful and exciting 8 week 
group engages you through movies, group interactions and support and the 
wisdom and treasures of our Christian faith to spring you permanently out of 
the “door mat trap” and into the abundant and joyful life Jesus died to win 
you.   Groups are now forming on Long Island and Manhattan - or join our 
on line group.  Click here for details.  
 

 
What are you waiting for?!  A happier life is waiting for you. 
 
Wishing you abundant graces and blessings. 
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