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For my daughter, who knows how to be herself









INTRODUCTION


HUMANS ARE MASTER pretenders. At first glance, most of us seem stronger, calmer, and more mature than we really are. When people applaud our accomplishments, it’s easy to look confident. If we love to control others, we can seem so helpful. When our brains are buzzing with expert advice, we look pretty damn smart.


Look closely, and you’ll start to see the cracks. To be human is to have gaping holes in your own maturity, the doubts and weaknesses that you’ve patched over with praise from a boss, help from your partner, or reassurance from a friend when a date doesn’t text back. What we don’t have we tend to borrow from others.


We borrow because we are deeply social creatures. We were built for relationships. Our brains are designed to read the room and to follow the group. To experience distress in others as if it were our own. Humans have an enormous capacity, more than any other creature, to guess what other people are thinking about them. This deep focus on others, the pull toward cooperating and keeping people happy, is one of our greatest evolutionary gifts. It is the glue that binds families, friends, organizations, and communities. But sometimes, a superpower can feel like a curse.


We’re so good at reading others, sometimes we forget to know ourselves. We can think and act as individuals by adopting different beliefs or moving in a new direction. People can hop off their hamster wheels. They can learn to disappoint people. They can say to their family, “This is who I am. This is what I believe.” They can be themselves without giving in to, or giving up on, important relationships.


In times of stress, however, it’s so hard to hold on to yourself. Our individuality tends to get lost in the togetherness. We treat our relationships like a giant marketplace, borrowing and lending calmness, capabilities, or quick solutions with those around us. This is why it feels natural to take advice from your friends when you’re second-guessing a career decision. Why you can’t help but take over when your spouse loads the dishwasher like a confused raccoon. Anxiety blurs the lines between our responsibilities and others’, between our thinking and others’.


The more “self” you borrow from others, the more your functioning depends on keeping other people calm and happy. This is how life becomes a roller coaster ride. You ride the highs when someone pats you on the head or lets you run the show. But on the days when no one cooperates, or acknowledges you, you might nosedive into despair and self-criticism.


When you spend your energy trying to be what other people want you to be (or trying to get other people to be what you want them to be), four very predictable things are going to happen to you:




1. You’ll have no energy left to pursue what’s important to you.


2. You’ll become more allergic to any distress in your relationships.


3. You’ll become more responsible for others than for yourself.


4. You’ll abandon your beliefs the second anyone disapproves of them.





This is the perfect recipe for burnout—the type of burnout we try to cure with constant content consumption. We seek fast and easy solutions, using the certainty of others to relieve our own anxieties. But we can’t save ourselves with more borrowing. We have to start building something new. Something that feels truer to ourselves.


WHAT’S BOWEN THEORY?


To be a human is to live with the reality of those two essential, often competing forces—the drives to connect with others and to direct ourselves as individuals. It’s the wonderful dance of being a person. We cannot be true to ourselves by going it alone or by always going with the group. We need one another, and we need a self.


The trouble is, we don’t have much of either these days. We’re more disconnected than ever, having less time for family, friends, and our communities. And we live in an anxious world, uncertain of what’s real on the internet, what’s next in the parade of global crises, or what’s really needed from us to solve these big problems. No wonder we’re so quick to grab on to the latest guru. Why we settle our fears with self-help content that has little self in it at all. We borrow answers, beliefs, and values that feel “good enough,” because we’re too exhausted to know our own minds. Perhaps rather than answers, we need better questions. A different way of thinking about human behavior.


As a therapist, I use a theory known as Bowen family systems theory, or Bowen theory for short. Murray Bowen was an American psychiatrist and researcher who wanted to understand how some families coped better with challenges than others. Why did some families put more pressure on one another to be a certain way, while others allowed family members to function a little more as individuals? In the 1950s, Bowen led a historic study at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) that involved housing entire families on a research ward to observe their relationships. Using these observations, Bowen developed a theory of human behavior to explain how some people end up with more emotional maturity (a variable he called “differentiation of self”) than others.


Many of Bowen’s psychoanalytic predecessors had treated humans as special, almost mystical creatures. But Bowen saw humans as products of evolution. He believed that human behavior was heavily influenced by the processes that governed the natural world. That families were natural systems, trying their best to survive and thrive. Therefore, we can learn something about ourselves by studying other systems, whether it’s a troop of chimpanzees, a colony of ants, or a forest of trees.


Bowen observed what could happen when a person began to look at their relationship systems as natural systems. To see behavioral patterns as adaptive rather than dysfunctional. People began to gain a kind of emotional objectivity about how the family functioned. They stopped blaming people and became more curious about relationship patterns. And they started to change their part in these patterns. In other words, they were able to become more of a self in the system. They weren’t doomed to forever repeat the multigenerational patterns in their families.


Bowen worked with people who wanted to increase their level of maturity in adulthood. People who wanted to be more responsible for themselves and less caught up in automatic, reactive patterns of the group. He developed a training program to help people apply this thinking to their lives and work. I have had the privilege of studying and teaching in one of these programs, years after Bowen’s death.


There are some significant differences between psychotherapy using a system-focused lens (used in Bowen theory) and psychotherapy that takes an individual focus. To start, Bowen theorized that growth didn’t happen primarily through the therapeutic relationship (clinician and client), but through learning to represent ourselves in our most challenging relationships. He thought that problems created by relationship systems could be fixed within those relationship systems. Growing up is a process of differentiating one’s self in important relationships, by defining your own thinking and holding on to it in an anxious system. By building a more solid self, a person learns to direct their life more by their beliefs and principles, and less by the patterns a system activates to keep things calm. Patterns like distancing, constant fighting, overfunctioning and underfunctioning, or anxiously focusing on a kid.


What I appreciate about Bowen theory is that it is more focused on the “how” than the “what” in our choices. It doesn’t tell people what to think, but it teaches people how to think about human behavior. “What should I do?” is a useful question. “How do I make decisions?” is even more useful. How do you decide what’s best for you? How do you measure what a good day or good work looks like? Does it look like borrowing the most convenient definitions from the internet or your friends, or does it look like defining your best thinking? Google can certainly play a role, but so can your own damn prefrontal cortex.


Bowen also observed that when a person became more responsible for themselves, they became “less irresponsibly overinvolved with others.” This overinvolvement, the drive to control how other people react to you or how they live their lives, eats up so much of our energy. But growing up requires no cooperation from others. Fixing your family doesn’t teach you how to live with them. Gaining your mother’s or your boss’s approval doesn’t make you more mature. Little by little, you can recapture energy you put into people pleasing, avoiding conflict, or managing others, and redirect it toward building a more thoughtful life and more fulfilling relationships. You can step back and see how your partner is more capable than you realized. You can tell a friend what you believe rather than what she wants to hear. By being truer to ourselves, we create opportunities for others to do the same.


This sounds so nice, so there must be a catch, right? The catch is that a relationship system isn’t easily changed. It has a vested interest in keeping things calm and predictable, in pressuring you to go along with the group or tossing you out of it. In other words, people clap back. They will have lots of opinions about what you’re doing. They will tell you whether you have room for dessert, or another graduate degree, or a boyfriend who makes his own knitwear. They’ll expect you to calm them down, adopt their beliefs, or sit down and just be quiet. If you don’t, they might insult you, stop speaking to you, or make you trend on social media.


These are the challenges where the self can shrink into submission, or it can step forward and learn to dance. You can build the emotional courage needed to live out your principles, but also live in relationship to other humans. You can be responsible for yourself, and let others do the same. Is this a lifelong endeavor? Absolutely. But over time, we can teach our brains that distress, disagreement, and disapproval are not just survivable—they are the crucible where we fashion who we are.


HOW THE BOOK WORKS


True to You is a book for people who are masters at reading others, but struggle to know themselves. For people who please others to feel steady, or realize their relationships are stuck in superficial chitchat. If you’d like to stop letting people’s real or imaginary reactions dictate your beliefs, your values, or even what shoes you put on before you walk out the door, then keep reading.


Each chapter of the book will tell the story of a person’s efforts to become more of a self in their relationships. These stories are composites of my therapy clients (with identifying details changed to protect confidentiality). I’ll tell the story of Sylvie, a young woman who struggles to build deeper relationships with her friends and family. And Luis, a constant consumer of motivational content who wants to learn to trust himself. You’ll meet Julian, who starts to shake off some of his need to impress others. And Naima, who’s trying to stop overfunctioning for her husband. In these thirteen stories, you’ll meet people who began to observe their automatic reactions and be less driven by them. People who started to enjoy their relationships because they put less pressure on them.


The book is divided into two parts. The first part describes the predictable, universal patterns that relationship systems use to manage anxiety. The convenient ways we keep things calm, and how we sacrifice ourselves (and others) in the process. The second part of the book explores what it can look like to turn off our factory settings and begin to direct ourselves as individuals. To have richer relationships because we are operating with a little more self. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find exercises that I encourage you to complete. Keeping a record of your own best thinking will be more helpful than any answer I could give you.


My hope is that by reading this book, you can learn to take a systems focus to everyday life. Because our big brains evolved to navigate complex social systems, we cannot discount their influence on our lives. Yet our current culture takes an individualistic, symptom-based approach to mental health. We are very focused on how our bodies and brains manage stress, for good reasons. But we must also consider how the groups to which we belong (e.g. families, communities, countries) manage stress. When we observe ourselves in a vacuum, we miss out on what these emotional systems can teach us.


So as you read this book, I encourage you to try out this different lens for thinking about human behavior, setting the individual focus aside for a bit. Zoom out with me, seeing yourself as a part of many natural systems, what Bowen called emotional systems. These systems could be your family or work team, your congregation or your classroom, your book club or your baseball team. Each system is trying its best to keep things calm through predictable, universal patterns. And you can’t really know yourself without understanding how the emotional system functions.


Bowen theory encourages its students to take a researcher’s attitude to life. To stand at the top of the stadium, or sit at the end of the dinner table, and see what people do when you dial up the stress. Through observation, we find opportunities to interrupt what’s automatic. Opportunities to fill the gaps in our own maturity and live a life that isn’t just about keeping everybody happy. Bowen described this as the move from our pretend self, or pseudo-self, to a more solid one.


When you’re working on building a more solid self, you have to figure out what you actually think and believe when facing life’s challenges. You learn to be a mind knower rather than just a mind reader. You create operating instructions that light the way on dark days. And you learn to embrace the anxiety that comes with living from the inside out. This work doesn’t make us less relational creatures. In fact, it paves the way to more rewarding relationships with our fellow humans.


If you want to start growing up, you have to build from the ground up. Throw away that paintbrush and grab a shovel because it’s time to stop painting the trim and start digging up the foundation. Who are you now, and who could you be? Let’s find out.









PART I


THE RELATIONSHIP PATTERNS THAT KEEP US STUCK
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HOW WE LOSE OURSELVES




“Taking on a challenge is a lot like riding a horse, isn’t it? If you’re comfortable while you’re doing it, you’re probably doing it wrong.”


—Ted Lasso, Ted Lasso





MARIE’S LIFE WAS like a closet full of clothes that didn’t quite fit. New to Washington, DC, the twenty-eight-year-old spent her days working as a fundraiser for her mother’s alma mater. At night she barhopped with her boyfriend’s law school buddies, or dodged fly balls on his softball team. Her schedule was full, but her life wasn’t. She’d gone to several therapists over the years, eager to follow their instructions. They sent her to Al-Anon to help her deal with her father’s history of substance use. They printed worksheets to help keep her anxious thoughts at bay. Everything helped, until it didn’t.


Marie was a likable person. Small talk came easily to her, and she was quick to mimic body language. Not in a manipulative way—it was just the mark of a woman who wanted to make everyone around her feel comfortable. Her laser focus on others was a useful skill for her fundraising job, but it generated tension in her romantic life. Her boyfriend, Jake, was a frazzled law student with a full social calendar. So after a full day of work, Marie dragged herself to softball games, networking nights, and lecture series so she could see him. Borrowing her boyfriend’s friend group was less intimidating than building her own in a new city.


When Marie grew tired of borrowing Jake’s routine, the conflict started. She demanded that Jake cut back on his socializing and spend more time with her. When he refused, she kept showing up at the grad school gatherings. It’s better than nothing, she told herself.


Most people would say that their life choices don’t fit them perfectly. We’re a mishmash of beliefs and values we’ve borrowed from people who are important to us. A combination of choices that seem to get us some love and attention. This is because we look to others to find ourselves. When experts give us answers, we take them. When your friends get Botox, it begins to feel necessary. When you just want to survive another Easter dinner with your family, you accept that Jesus rose from the dead and pass the mashed potatoes. The decisions themselves aren’t the problem. It’s how quickly we adopt them into our lives. Do you stop to think? Or do you toss them into your shopping cart and say, “Good enough”?


We borrow from others because we are social creatures. We care a lot about what other people think about us and how they will react to us. We’d like to avoid disagreement, disapproval, and rejection as much as possible. Because deep in our brain is a very ancient fear, the worst thing that can happen to a social mammal: being tossed out of the group.


Being part of a relationship system is an absolute workout. You don’t want to piss anyone off. You need to know who’s allied with whom, who hates whom, and what’s socially acceptable, while all of this information is constantly shifting. You have to soak up a lot of relational data, and then know when to deploy that knowledge at the right time. The more people in your social group, the harder it all becomes. I get exhausted just reading this, so imagine the amount of energy your brain uses every day. That’s why we have big, fancy ones.


This relationship focus is also why we’re really good at learning. Humans don’t have to wait for new genes to drop in order to get a new trait or skill. We can just watch Bill next door, and do whatever he does. The influence of our family, neighbors, and yes, even influencers, is how we learn. We have a word for this—“culture.” And it’s the newest and fastest form of evolution there is.


If you’re waiting for the downside, here it is. Sometimes we influence one another a little too much. In Bowen theory, there is a phrase for how we let people’s reactions, real or imaginary, affect us—it’s called being relationship-oriented. Some humans are more relationship-oriented than others. They invest a great deal of energy in trying to be what others want them to be. Or in making others what they want them to be. We owe this variation to our families, our genes, and other environmental factors. For example, a family that’s experienced a great deal of generational trauma is probably going to be more nervous about upsetting someone. You can’t blame them for that.


How relationship-oriented is your thinking? Take a look at this list.


CONSIDER HOW MUCH TIME YOU SPEND:




• Wondering what someone thinks about you.


• Assuming you are annoying people.


• Detecting potential disapproval or distress in others.


• Trying to be the kind of person others want you to be.


• Trying to get others to behave better or differently.


• Worrying about people’s potential reactions to your choices.


• Trying to gain approval, agreement, and attention from others.





I don’t know about you, but I look at these examples and think, Woof. It’s humbling to think about how much energy we spend focusing on others. Being relationship-oriented is not the same thing as valuing your relationships. It’s about trying to control an uncontrollable variable—other people. In his work with families, Murray Bowen observed how a person who invests their energy in trying to manage others (or letting others manage them) has little energy left to think for themselves or pursue their own direction in life. They give up what he called self. “Self” is just a catchall term for being able to think, and then act based on that thinking. Another great thing that humans can do. To have a choice in what you do, rather than living life as a series of automatic emotional reactions. Sounds nice, right?


STOP “FIXING” AND ZOOM OUT


Humans love to fix. It’s in our DNA, like a shark who has to swim. We can’t help it that our brains are brilliantly fashioned to pursue solutions to problems. But sometimes we chase after things that aren’t all that important to us. Like a graduate degree, a thinner body, a million Instagram followers, or, like my twelve-year-old self, a closet full of Beanie Babies. This pursuit manifests in therapy as well. People are driven to borrow answers, to fix, before they’re clear about what they think is the best way forward. Because when you’re upset, any direction is better than the discomfort it takes to stand still and know your own mind.


Keen on keeping the group calm, we can become obsessed with solving relationship problems. People often come to therapy very intent on fixing a relationship before they have done much thinking about it. Marie spent a lot of time describing the fights between her and Jake. She exhausted a great deal of energy reading Jake’s moods, trying not to upset him, or trying to teach him how to not upset her. “I need Jake to not get so anxious when I’m annoyed with him,” she’d say, over and over. If you had asked Jake what he needed, he probably would have said, “I need Marie not to get so annoyed with me when I’m busy.”


You can see the dilemma here. When our fate depends on other people changing, we get stuck. Jake and Marie were so finely tuned to fluctuations in each other’s moods that they couldn’t tolerate each other’s distress. They craved closeness, but also found it unbearable. They were investing (and wasting) a lot of energy trying to fashion each other into a calmer, more thoughtful partner. And if anyone’s ever tried to make you a better partner, you know how allergic we are to these efforts. When two people are trying to change each other, with neither giving in, Bowen theory calls this “conflict.” Conflict doesn’t have to involve screaming; it’s often much subtler. And it’s one of the patterns a relationship system uses to manage anxiety.


Most people understand, at least intellectually, that the solution to anxious fixing isn’t more of it. But that’s exactly what many people do. In therapy, Marie wanted to use a magnifying glass (or sometimes an electron microscope) on her relationship. But there was more to her story than the conflict with Jake. Marie brought less self to other arenas in her life. She was frozen on the career ladder, uncertain if she should keep climbing or jump off. She felt overwhelmed by the expectations of family members she rarely saw. By focusing on one symptom—her relationship conflict—she forgot that there were multiple avenues for working on maturity.


One thing that helped was the decision to zoom out—way, way out—and see the bigger story. The story of Marie’s own family across the generations, and how they handled the delicate balance of individuality and togetherness in relationships—the true challenge of being human.


Marie talked about her family and the problems they had faced over the generations. And I tried to ask questions that helped both of us get a sense of how relationship-oriented the people in her family were:




• How much were people permitted to be themselves?


• Who had to hide their beliefs or parts of their identity to keep things calm?


• Whom did other people try to fix or label as the problem?


• Who moved away or disappeared when things became intense?


• What were parents’ reactions to their children’s choices?





Questions engage our best thinking in a way that answers cannot. They also steer us away from self-criticism when we begin to see our emotional inheritance, the patterns we learn from our family.


Marie could look at her family history and see the origins of her sensitivity to others. A grandfather who felt intense pressure to follow the family business and died young from a heart attack. A grandmother who immigrated and resented her children’s assimilation to the new culture. Marie saw a history of marriages where one partner eclipsed the other, making all the choices and directing their beliefs. There were parents with substance use problems and children (like herself) who learned how to be careful not to upset them. A history of people acting and reacting to one another, in the best way they knew how.


We look for the patterns not to blame our ancestors, but to take the bull’s-eye off a single person’s back. There is no one person who needs to be “fixed.” And there is no one relationship that has to be the focus of therapy. Every human interaction is an opportunity for learning to build a self. And every movement toward maturity benefits our relationships. When we limit our scope to the current fire, we usually end up getting burned.


THREE REACTIONS THAT STEAL OUR ENERGY


We like to think that humans are complex, unknowable unicorns. But much of the time, our behaviors are predictable reactions driven by anxiety. Bowen theory uses a very simple definition of “anxiety,” which is also sometimes called “emotional reactivity.” It’s simply a response to a real or an imagined threat. Bowen saw the family as an emotional unit, or emotional organism, that is trying its best to manage anxiety. This is also true for any group where people are significant to one another. If you only look at an individual, you miss seeing how others participate in, and reinforce, the patterns that are activated to manage the threat. You see the predictable ways we respond to pressure from others. These patterns will be defined and discussed at length in the book, but here’s a simple way to start thinking about them.


THE MORE SENSITIVE WE ARE TO PEOPLE’S REACTIONS, THE MORE WE:




• Accommodate, trying to be what others want us to be.


• Act out, rebelling or attacking the other.


• Avoid, distancing from others or cutting off the relationship.





I call these the Neapolitan ice cream of reactions. They are safe, familiar options when anxiety is high. Strawberry, vanilla, and chocolate are fine, but there’s not usually much self in them. They are automatic and emotionally driven. They are not responses based on reasoning, or one’s own beliefs or principles. And when we limit ourselves to these options, we miss out on the other flavors. Because there are other ways of relating to people than giving in, fighting back, or getting the hell out of town.








	

Accommodating



	

Acting out



	

Avoiding








	

Agreeing with people to keep things calm.



	

Playing devil’s advocate to upset people.



	

Sticking to superficial conversation topics.








	

Hiding your beliefs to not upset others.



	

Acting less capable than you really are.



	

Automatically cutting off from anxious relationships.








	

Giving in to others’ demands.



	

Attacking back when provoked.



	

Only making duty visits to see family.








	

Being over-responsible for others.



	

Rejecting beliefs without using your own thinking.



	

Never having in-person conversations.








	

Letting others be over-responsible for you.



	

Regressing to your younger self.



	

Not sharing beliefs that are important to you.











Marie could see these patterns at work in her relationship with Jake. She was quick to give in and attend events that didn’t interest her. And when she got tired of accommodating, she would act out by picking fights or giving him the cold shoulder. But these patterns existed in her other relationships as well. Marie tried to live up to her mother’s career expectations (accommodating). When she did call her parents, she played it safe, only talking about superficial things (avoiding). On the rare visits home, Marie quickly regressed to her teenage self, slamming doors or starting arguments at dinner (acting out). Though not ideal, these reactions felt safer than simply being herself. Sharing her interests, joys, challenges, and beliefs with her family felt way too risky.


HOW YOU FIND YOURSELF


Marie and Jake persisted in their intense focus on each other. Their conflict escalated when Jake begged her to attend yet another social event for his school. Unwilling to put up with the blowback from saying no, she tagged along, nursing a Diet Coke while Jake extroverted himself around the room. After tracking his movements with great resentment, Marie bolted without a goodbye. Jake came home at 3 A.M., drunk and grumpy, and Marie, still fuming, pretended to be asleep.


Some people might call this relationship “codependent.” I’m not a fan of the term. People tend to use it like a diagnosis—something a relationship either is or isn’t. Bowen proposed that someone is always losing at least a little bit of self in a relationship. It’s impossible to interact with anyone and not adjust yourself a smidge, or vice versa. The question is, to what degree? Holding on to yourself is a universal, human challenge, sometimes an easier one than others. So don’t be hard on yourself when you feign interest yet again in March Madness or the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Just be curious about how to lead with more of your own thinking.


A decision with less self is automatic and rooted in emotion. One with more self has that heartbeat or two’s worth of time when you can ask yourself, What is my responsibility here? It sounds so simple, but in the heat of conflict, it can feel impossible. We are swept along by the tide of emotion, grasping for familiar patterns rather than steering our own ship.


Think about the directions you’ve pursued in your life. How did you arrive at these decisions? We are often so focused on the content of our decisions (what we accomplished, where we failed, etc.) that we forget to look at the decision-making process. How much self, or how little, was at work in your choices?


MORE SELF




• Ability to override automatic, emotional reactions.


• Decisions based on thinking/principles.


• Less need for others to be like you.


• Greater ability to evaluate yourself.





LESS SELF




• Driven by automatic, emotional responses.


• More thinking borrowed from others.


• Focus on managing others.


• Focus on others’ real or imagined reactions.





Marie began to see that her efforts to keep Jake happy (and to change him) had been automatic, emotionally driven, and largely ineffective. They mirrored the pattern in her family, where one partner was eclipsed by the other. Marie needed a strategy that had more self in it. She had to think about how she wanted to conduct herself, and how she wanted to respond when Jake was distressed or pressuring her. Here’s what it can look like in the brain when you’re making this shift toward building self.




LESS SELF: My boyfriend expects too much of me.


MORE SELF: I need to get clearer with myself (and him) about what I can and cannot do.


LESS SELF: I need my partner not to panic when I’m feeling annoyed with them.


MORE SELF: How can I focus on managing my own distress?


LESS SELF: If I sigh dramatically enough, perhaps he will ask what’s wrong with me.


MORE SELF: What do I think is important to communicate?


LESS SELF: I wonder if the next fight will destroy our relationship.


MORE SELF: What might happen if I focused on changing my part in relationship patterns?





Marie also knew that she had even more work to do outside the relationship. It would take energy to build friendships outside of Jake’s grad school friends. More research to learn about jobs outside her career path. More effort to pursue relationships with her parents than to maintain a superficial distance. But this is the shift from borrowing to building a self.


Moving away from a relationship-oriented life isn’t a fast process. But it’s a lot easier to interrupt your automatic reactions if you’ve given yourself an alternative path. Marie had invested so much energy into trying to make her boyfriend less of an extrovert, and in trying to make herself more of one. Now she had a new directive for herself—dialing down her anxiety enough so that she could really observe the relationship. If they were allowing each other to be themselves, would they be compatible as a couple? Whether they stayed together or broke up, Marie wanted the decision to come from her best thinking. From real observations, rather than the anxious “what-ifs” that crept into her brain at night.


Marie also tried to pepper her days with more self-direction. She made attempts to reconnect with old friends in the area. She began to share more about her life with her parents, even if they disapproved or sounded uninterested. She turned down more of Jake’s invitations and ended her softball career. And she stopped trying to teach him not to grumble when she passed on a social event. Instead, she expressed her interest in spending time with him one-on-one, whether it was taking a walk in the evening or hitting up the bookstore together. They both tried to take a few minutes each morning to set down their phones and talk about their day. Over time, she found that these connecting points helped reduce the anxiety when they spent time apart.


By no means was this a perfect process. The urge to focus on Jake’s mood, to see more love and attention as the only remedy for their intensity, was always hovering in the background. And there certainly were moments when Jake tried to make Marie more like himself, just as there were moments when Marie attempted to squash his earnest dedication to networking or group sports. But they were moving in the right direction. Marie was getting a glimpse of what it was like to operate more as a self. To stay thoughtful when Jake was reactive, instead of matching him pout for pout. To stay curious when she was lonely, eager to find joy in new friendships. To define her thinking to Jake, rather than waiting for him to make his best guess.


Reducing relationship orientation isn’t about giving up on a relationship. Nor is it about putting up with bad behavior. By adding more self to the equation, we give the relationship a chance to succeed (or not) based on reality. Not our worst fears or greatest fantasies of what other people could be. And we allow ourselves to make choices based on our best thinking, rather than the anxiety of the moment. Slowly, Marie was taking the pressure off her relationship to regulate her mood or direct her steps. By relieving this pressure, we give our relationships a chance to be what they were meant to be. A place where we can be ourselves, and permit others to do the same.


NOW IT’S TIME to put your thinking into action. Set aside some time to work through each exercise. Consider keeping a journal with your answers, so you can revisit your insights and apply them to your daily life. Or generate your own homework that best fits your challenges.




EXERCISE 1: Being what others want you to be. Be honest with yourself. What percentage of your daily energy is caught up in trying to be what others want you to be? Are you answering emails at 10 P.M.? Furiously cleaning the house before a friend pops over? Spending way too much time finding the perfect filter for a photo? Make a list of some recent activities that were more about trying to manage other people’s reactions than about living out your best thinking.


EXERCISE 2: How much self is in your relationships? Make a list of the ten most important relationships in your life. What are the relationships where you feel like you bring the most “self”? Where you’re able to talk about your joys, challenges, and interests with less worry about how the other will respond? What are the relationships where you tend to be more relationship-oriented? Where are you more willing to let others change you, or more interested in trying to change them? Now rank them one to ten from the “least self” to “most self.” Look at the names near the bottom of the list and think about how you can lead with more authenticity and thoughtfulness in those relationships—and how you can let others do the same.


EXERCISE 3: Learn something about your family. It can be helpful to learn about how relationship pressures played a role in your family’s history. When you look at your past generations, can you tell who anxiously adjusted to keep things calm? Who tended to decide what others should be or do? Who disappeared, or cut off, because they couldn’t stand the pressures? Write down any thoughts you have about how people pressured others to change, or how they changed to please others. I hope that these patterns can help you think about your current relationships a little differently. If you’re missing information, think about the people you can contact to learn more about the family.





CHAPTER NUGGETS




• Many of our choices in life are borrowed from other people. This is because we are social animals. We care about how people react, or might react.


• How much we let other people’s reactions influence us is how relationship-oriented we are. A person who is more relationship-oriented has less energy to pursue their own goals and interests.


• Self is the ability to act based on your own thinking and to choose how you respond to others. A person with less self is driven largely by automatic, emotional reactions.


• Learning to be less relationship-oriented requires you to give up trying to fix others in your life.


• One relationship pattern for managing anxiety is conflict. Conflict occurs when two people are trying to change each other, and neither gives in.


• Looking at the multigenerational history of a family (or group/organization) helps you broaden the focus by zooming out and seeing the larger patterns.


• Anxiety is a response to a real or imagined threat. The family is an emotional unit that is trying its best to manage anxiety through predictable patterns.


• Three ways we respond to relationship pressure include accommodating, acting out, and avoiding. These reactions can be limiting, not reflecting the way we’d like to represent ourselves in relationships.


• Rather than focusing on others, consider who you want to be in important relationships. What’s worth pursuing, and what’s worth sharing with others?







OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Dr. Kathleen Smith



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		PART I. THE RELATIONSHIP PATTERNS THAT KEEP US STUCK



		1. How We Lose Ourselves



		2. The Cost of Keeping People Happy



		3. How We End up Borrowing Our Beliefs



		4. How We End up Overfunctioning for Others



		5. How We End up Underfunctioning



		6. The Ways We Distance from Others



		7. How We End up Blaming Others









		PART II. HOW WE FIND OURSELVES



		8. Ending The Chase for Approval and Attention



		9. Learning to Let People Surprise Us



		10. Becoming More Responsible for Ourselves



		11. Building Stronger Relationships



		12. Learning to Evaluate Ourselves



		13. Finding the Courage to Take a Position









		Conclusion: The Challenges We Face



		Growing Questions



		Bowen Theory Resources



		Acknowledgments



		Notes













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781035417551_FC.jpg
4 THERAPIST’S GUIDE
to STOP PLEASING OTHERS
and START BEING YOURSELF

)
&2

DR. KATHLEEN SMITH

AUTHOR OF EVERYTHING ISN’T TERRIBLE






