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CHOICE THEORY: A NEW PSYCHOLOGY OF PERSONAL
FREEDOM

In  a  world  where  many  feel  trapped  by  circumstances,
relationships, or the expectations of others, the quest for genuine
personal freedom often feels elusive. We may blame our past,
our partner, our boss, or our upbringing for how we feel and act.
But what if the only person responsible for your happiness is you?
This is the radical, empowering premise at the heart of Choice
Theory:  A  New  Psychology  Of  Personal  Freedom,  a
transformative framework developed by renowned psychiatrist
Dr.  William Glasser.  Rather  than  viewing  humans  as  passive
victims of  external  stimuli,  Choice  Theory  posits  that  we are
active  agents  who  can  choose  our  thoughts,  feelings,  and
behaviors. This article will explore the core concepts, practical
applications,  and life-altering potential  of  this  ground-breaking
psychological  model,  guiding  you  toward  a  life  defined  not  by
circumstance,  but  by  conscious  choice.

THE ORIGINS OF CHOICE THEORY

Dr.  William  Glasser  first  introduced  Choice  Theory  in  his  1998
book, Choice Theory: A New Psychology of Personal Freedom.
However,  its  roots  trace  back  to  his  earlier  work  on  Reality
Therapy  in  the  1960s.  Glasser  was  deeply  dissatisfied  with
traditional  psychology,  which  he  called  "External  Control
Psychology."  This  old  paradigm suggests  that  our  behavior  is
p r i m a r i l y  a  r e a c t i o n  t o  e x t e r n a l  r e w a r d s  a n d
punishments—essentially, that others control us. Choice Theory
was Glasser's bold alternative. He argued that we are not driven
by  external  forces  but  by  internal  genetic  instructions.  He
believed we are born with five basic needs encoded in our DNA,
and everything  we do  throughout  our  lives  is  an  attempt  to
satisfy these needs. This shift from external to internal motivation
is the very essence of Choice Theory: A New Psychology Of
Personal  Freedom.  It  moves  the  locus  of  control  from the
outside world back to the individual.

THE FIVE BASIC NEEDS: THE ENGINE OF BEHAVIOR

According  to  Glasser,  all  human behavior  is  an  attempt  to  fulfill
one or more of five basic needs. These are not learned; they are
innate.  Understanding  these  needs  is  the  first  step  toward
mastering  the  psychology  of  personal  freedom.

1. Survival
This is the most fundamental need. It includes basic physiological
requirements like food, water, shelter, sleep, and safety. While
this need is powerful, Glasser argued that psychological needs
are often more significant drivers of daily behavior.

2. Love and Belonging
Glasser considered this the most critical psychological need. It is
the need for connection, intimacy, friendship, and being part of a
group—whether  a  family,  a  community,  or  a  team.  When
relationships  falter,  this  is  often  the  need  left  unfulfilled.  The
quest for love and belonging is central  to Choice Theory: A

New  Psychology  Of  Personal  Freedom  because  strong
relationships are the bedrock of personal happiness.

3. Power
This need is not about domination over others but about a sense
of competence, achievement, self-worth, and recognition. It is the
desire to feel significant and to make a difference. People satisfy
this  need through careers,  hobbies,  personal  goals,  and even
internal self-validation.

4. Freedom
This is the need for autonomy, independence, and the ability to
make choices without excessive interference. It is the desire to
control one's own life and path. This need is directly related to
the title of the theory itself—a lack of freedom creates frustration
and conflict.

5. Fun
Perhaps the most underrated need, Fun is linked to learning and
laughter.  Glasser  believed we are  genetically  programmed to
learn, and "fun" is the reward we get for learning something new
or engaging in  enjoyable activities.  The absence of  fun often
leads to boredom and depression.
Every decision you make, from your career to your relationships,
is an attempt to build a life that satisfies these five needs. When
you feel unhappy, you are likely not meeting one or more of
these needs effectively.

THE QUALITY WORLD: YOUR PERSONAL PICTURE
ALBUM

If the five needs are the engine of behavior, the Quality World is
the destination. The Quality World is a unique, internal "photo
album" we create in our minds. It contains all the people, things,
ideas, and experiences that we have discovered best satisfy our
needs. This includes: the perfect partner, the ideal job, a specific
house,  a  spiritual  belief,  or  a  memory  of  a  happy  vacation.
Glasser  argued  that  we  are  never  satisfied  until  our  reality
matches the pictures in our Quality World. The gap between what
we have and what we want is the source of all frustration. Choice
Theory teaches that we can either change our reality to match
our pictures or, when that is impossible, choose to adjust the
pictures  themselves.  This  is  a  profound  aspect  of  personal
freedom: the power to re-evaluate what we truly want.

THE TEN AXIOMS OF CHOICE THEORY

To deeply understand Choice Theory: A New Psychology Of
Personal Freedom, one must grasp its ten foundational axioms.
These statements form the logical backbone of the entire system.

The only person whose behavior you can control is1.
your own. This is the most important axiom. Trying to
control others is futile and damaging to relationships.
All we can give another person is information. How2.
they use that information is their choice.
All long-lasting psychological problems are3.
relationship problems. The root of unhappiness almost
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always lies in a broken or unsatisfying relationship.
The problem relationship is always part of our4.
present life. While past experiences shape us, we must
focus on solving current relationship issues.
What happened in the past has everything to do5.
with what we are today, but we can only satisfy our
basic needs in the present. We are not prisoners of our
history.
We can only satisfy our needs by satisfying the6.
pictures in our Quality World. Our behavior is always
goal-directed.
All behavior is Total Behavior and is made up of four7.
components: acting, thinking, feeling, and
physiology. We have direct control over our acting and
thinking, and indirect control over our feelings and
physiology.
All Total Behavior is chosen, but we only have direct8.
control over the acting and thinking components. By
changing what we do and how we think, we can change
how we feel.
We can choose behaviors that are more effective in9.
meeting our needs. We are not stuck with our current
patterns.
We are driven by our genes to satisfy our basic10.
needs. Our motivation is internal, not external.

These axioms are not just abstract philosophy; they are practical
tools for daily living. They form the operating manual for anyone
seeking the personal  freedom that comes from understanding
one's own mind.

TOTAL BEHAVIOR: THE FOUR COMPONENTS

Choice Theory argues that all behavior is "Total Behavior," which
includes  four  inseparable  components.  Glasser  uses  the
metaphor  of  a  car  to  explain  this.

Acting (Wheels): What you are physically doing.
Thinking (Direction): Your thoughts and mental focus.
Feeling (Engine): Your emotions, like anger, sadness, or
joy.
Physiology (Fuel System): Your body's physical
state—sweating, heart rate, tension.

Here  is  the  liberating  insight:  We cannot  directly  choose  our
feelings. You cannot simply decide to stop feeling angry or sad.
However, you can directly choose your actions and thoughts. By
changing what you do and what you focus your mind on, you can
indirectly change how you feel. If you feel depressed, you can
choose to act in a more active way (e.g., go for a walk or call a
friend) and choose to think about something constructive. Over
time, the feeling of depression will shift. This simple but powerful
mechanism  is  a  cornerstone  of  Choice  Theory:  A  New
Psychology Of Personal Freedom.

THE SEVEN CARING HABITS VS. THE SEVEN DEADLY
HABITS

To  build  the  relationships  that  fulfill  our  need  for  love  and
belonging, Glasser outlined specific behaviors that either support
or destroy connection. External Control Psychology relies on the
"Deadly  Habits,"  while  Choice  Theory  promotes  the  "Caring
Habits."

The Seven Deadly Habits
(The Destroyers of
Relationships)

Criticizing
Blaming
Complaining
Nagging
Threatening
Punishing
Bribing or Rewarding to Control

These habits are based on the belief that we can control others.
They create distance, resentment, and anger.

The Seven Caring Habits
(The Builders of
Relationships)

Supporting
Encouraging
Listening
Accepting
Trusting
Respecting
Negotiating Differences

These  habits  honor  the  other  person's  ability  to  choose  and
respect their autonomy. They are the practical application of the
personal freedom that Choice Theory offers. Replacing the deadly
habits  with  caring  habits  is  a  direct  path  to  more  fulfilling
relationships.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS IN DAILY LIFE

The power of Choice Theory: A New Psychology Of Personal
Freedom  is  not  in  its  theory  but  in  its  profound  practical
application. It can transform every area of your life.

In Relationships and
Marriage
Many couples  get  trapped in  a  cycle  of  blame and criticism.
Choice Theory teaches that you cannot change your partner; you
can only change yourself. By focusing on your own Total Behavior
and using the Caring Habits,  you can create a more positive
environment. Instead of complaining about what your partner is
not doing, you can ask for what you want, listen to their needs,
and negotiate a solution that works for both. The freedom comes
from realizing you are not a victim of your partner's behavior; you
are a participant in the relationship dynamic, and you have the
power to change your part.

In Parenting
External control parenting uses punishment, threats, and rewards
to manage children. Choice Theory parenting focuses on building
a  strong,  loving  connection  first.  A  child  who  feels  a  sense  of
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belonging is far more likely to cooperate. Instead of forcing a
child to do chores, a parent can explain how chores help the
family meet their needs and negotiate a fair system. The goal is
to teach children responsibility and self-discipline, not obedience
through  fear.  This  respects  the  child's  need  for  power  and
freedom while maintaining a loving relationship.

In the Workplace
Traditional  management  often  relies  on  threats  of  firing  or
bonuses (bribes) to control employees. A Choice Theory-based
manager, often called "Lead Management," focuses on creating a
quality environment.  They involve workers in decision-making,
ask for their input, and ensure the work satisfies their basic needs
for  power  and  fun.  Employees  are  treated  as  valuable
contributors,  not  as  cogs  in  a  machine.  This  leads  to  higher
productivity, lower turnover, and greater job satisfaction.

In Education
Glasser  was  a  strong critic  of  traditional  schooling,  which  he
called "Boss Management." Students are forced to learn subjects
they  don't  care  about,  with  grades  used  as  a  coercive  tool.
Glasser advocated for "Lead Teaching," where teachers explain
why learning is  valuable,  connect  the curriculum to students'
Quality World, and give students choices in how they learn and
demonstrate knowledge. When students see that education helps
them  meet  their  needs  for  power  and  fun,  they  become
intrinsically motivated learners.

OVERCOMING THE TRAP OF EXTERNAL CONTROL

The greatest enemy of personal freedom is the deeply ingrained
habit of external control thinking. It is everywhere. We see it in
the  media,  in  politics,  and  in  our  families.  The  language  of
external control is filled with "you made me mad," "you should do
this," and "it's your fault."


