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Introduction


Years ago, I was standing on the train platform on my way home from seeing my therapist in Long Island when a skinny kid holding a blanket caught my eye. My helper radar pinged. Huh, I thought. Wonder what his deal is.


Once we boarded the train, I started chatting with him. Turns out, Billy had been scheduled to drive a car across the country, but at the last minute, the job got cancelled, and now he was stranded, heading to New York City, a place he’d never been, with nowhere to sleep.


Billy, who was probably about nineteen years old, looked especially naïve. At twenty-­three, I wasn’t exactly world-­weary, but I did live and work in New York City. Keep in mind, it was the late eighties and the city was still rough. Surely, I could help.


“Wait, so what are you going to do?” I asked him.


“Sleep in the station, I guess,” he replied nonchalantly.


“Which station?”


“Penn Stati—­”


“No,” I said, interrupting him. “You cannot sleep in Penn Station. You’ll get mugged. You’re coming home with me.”


So that’s how I came to bring a perfect stranger home to my studio flat, which I shared with a friend. I didn’t even bother to stop and call her to see if she minded. I figured she’d agree that we could not let poor Billy face the wilds of New York City on his own, and I was correct.


Years later, I see the Billy story as emblematic of what used to be an everyday occurrence for me—­making other people’s issues and problems, even strangers’, my responsibility. Prioritizing the wants, needs, and outcomes of others over my own well-­being was my default setting. Must. Help. Everyone.


Fortunately, Billy was harmless and left the next morning without incident. But that doesn’t mean my over-­functioning, hyper-­responsible behaviour wasn’t problematic. Today, what stands out most to me is how compulsive I was in deciding that I needed to save him. There was a complete lack of space between my thoughts, feelings, and actions. Immediately, I’d said, “That’s it, you’re coming with me.” It never occurred to me to pause and consider, Hmmm . . . is this even my problem to solve?


I had other options, of course. I could have given Billy the name of a hostel or suggested he plant himself somewhere safer than Penn Station. I could have pulled out five bucks so he could get some coffee and a snack. Or, I could have minded my own damn business.


Instead of exercising any of these options, I projected my worst fears onto Billy (who seemed totally okay with his plans) and instantly made this projection more important than my own well-­being (and my roommate’s well-­being). The truth is, I was used to operating this way in all areas of my life, with loved ones, coworkers, and yes, even strangers.


While you may not have gone to the extreme lengths I did with Billy, perhaps you have your own version of veering out of your own lane and taking the helm of someone else’s decisions and life because you feel a deeply ingrained responsibility for others.


Consider the following:


•	Are you often the person that people come to for advice or when they are in a jam?


•	Do you regularly accommodate others’ needs and preferences?


•	Do you ever say yes to avoid an issue when you want to say no?


•	Do you over-­give and receive less in return?


•	Are you a professional “fixer,” always on, always ready to act on behalf of others?


•	Are you so highly capable that it sometimes feels like if you don’t handle the travel plans / organize the calendar / divvy up the check at group dinners / solve your babysitter’s family drama / sort out your bestie’s existential crisis that chaos will ensue?


If any of the above questions resonate, the odds are good that you are one of my over-­functioning, over-­giving, and over-­extending sisters. These are common behaviours of codependency, along with too much doing, feeling, managing, directing, leading, convincing, cajoling, and more. My goal in writing this book is to guide you away from too much to just right, and to help you find a way out of any behavioural patterns that might be draining your energy and causing harm to you and your relationships.


Fortunately, you are in the right place. Not only am I one of you—­I have spent the last two decades in recovery from doing “too much”—­but as a licensed psychotherapist, teacher, and master coach, I’ve devoted a great deal of time to learning about the underpinnings of codependency and figuring out how to teach others to unravel the psychological knots that keep us running ragged. I’m passionate about helping women raise their awareness around dysfunctional behavioural patterns and disordered boundaries so they can enact real-­deal change every day and live happier, healthier, more peaceful lives.


Change is possible. Not only have I experienced this transformation in my own life, but I have also witnessed it in the lives of the countless clients I’ve treated in my therapy practice and students I’ve taught in my courses. I’ve encountered highly ­capable women from all walks of life—­CEOs and executives, on-­the-­rise journalists and acclaimed artists, supermums and super friends. And while each has a unique set of circumstances, most, if not all, have displayed symptoms of codependency. This leaves them feeling exhausted, with limited energy left to devote to their own internal well-­being and dreams. Many are driven by the unconscious belief that the weight of the world rests on them—­and it’s up to them, and them alone—­to fix what’s wrong. Many have spent their days in a state of busyness and low-­grade tension, over-­functioning and wondering, Am I the only one who knows how to get anything done around here? Many eventually reach a tipping point where they feel like life is an endless series of checking boxes, even when they’re engaged in activities that used to bring them joy. It can be hard to access joy, inspiration, and hope if you’re feeling bogged down by obligation, exhaustion, or frustration, and chronically feeling a bit underappreciated.


If you are nodding your head in recognition, let me reassure you. There is a way out of the suffering, one that requires you to become more self-­reflective and honest with yourself about what’s driving your behaviour. Once your self-knowledge increases and you start to have important epiphanies about why you function the way you do, you are in a position to make more mindful choices about how you want to relate. This understanding enables you to create the relationships and life you desire, taking one right action after another.


There’s no cure for codependency, but there is recovery. In recovery, you notice when you’re tempted to fall back into dysfunctional behaviours—­which includes disordered boundaries—­but have the awareness to choose differently. So, as you read through this book, please be patient with yourself.


Many of us were conditioned to be outwardly focused on the wants, desires, needs, and comfort of other people—­to be caretakers. We learned to do whatever we needed to avoid negative feedback from the grown-­ups in our life. We may struggle with disappointing others because we’re still operating with and driven by a childhood fear of rejection and judgment. First, it came from our parents or caregivers, and then it was reinforced by our teachers, friends, bosses, and coworkers. And then those messages were repeated and reinforced by culture, in television shows and films, on social media, and every corner of society, really. Over and over, we’re told that being kind, generous, nice, and self-­sacrificing is desirable, and that considering our own needs, wants, and priorities makes us self-­absorbed, dramatic, or mean. So, it’s no wonder that in adulthood we compulsively shift into over-­functioning and hyper-­responsibility. These behavioural patterns are highly programmed and largely unconscious.


The solution is simple—­it is not easy, but it is simple. By learning to distinguish what’s your responsibility and what isn’t (or what’s your side of the street and what’s not, as I often put it), the process of transformation becomes much more accessible and straightforward. Your ultimate success comes from your willingness to be open to new ways of relating to yourself, which will positively impact the way you relate to others and the world at large.


Stepping out of an ingrained mindset and behaviours can feel daunting at times, especially in the beginning of recovery. That’s normal. However, if you remain dedicated to the practice of staying on your side of the street, you will definitely see results. This requires diligence. You wouldn’t expect to become fluent in a different language by going to one class. This is the same, and here, too, your commitment is worth it. By the time you are done reading this book, you are going to know yourself in a more real and intimate way—­resulting in less stress, more ease, and better-­quality relationships, especially the relationship you have with yourself.


So, let’s get to it. Here’s an overview of what we’ll be covering in Too Much. In chapter 1, we’ll explore the term “codependency,” its origins, and how I expanded its definition to fit our modern lives based on a specific set of behaviours I witnessed repeatedly in my therapy practice of over twenty-­five years. (But listen up if you’re already shrinking away from the idea of codependency. What matters much more than the label is identifying your habits and conditioning so that you can heal and live your best life.) For the rest of part 1, we’ll be identifying problematic behaviours and raising your awareness of how you relate to yourself and others. To align your behaviour with your true desires, we’re going to be spending some time clearing out what I refer to as your “basement”—­in other words, your unconscious mind. We’ll be looking at your relationship blueprint, which reflects the messages you received in early life—­from family, your community, and society—­around how to relate to others. So, yes, we will be taking a walk down memory lane to examine how these early influences are impacting your current life, in service of redesigning your blueprint so that it reflects your desires and values. The goal of this process isn’t to cast blame on anyone, like your parents or caregivers, but to support you in living the self-­determined, sovereign, and joyful life that you deserve. Rest assured that you will be carefully guided throughout the process. Take breaks whenever you need to. This process moves at your pace and according to your readiness.


Part 2 is focused on changing how you relate to yourself and the world, helping you stay centred in your own experience so that you can engage with others in a healthier way. We’ll cover relational experiences in your adult life that are still being fueled by unresolved injuries or issues from the past (because disconnection puts you in prime position to backslide into dysfunctional behaviours), and learn how to stay present anytime an interaction creates an uncomfortable emotional charge. We’ll also cover how to handle relapses, which can happen especially in times of crisis, and examine potential reactions from those who have grown accustomed to your self-­abandoning, overly accommodating ways. You’ll get strategies for weathering a period of discomfort where you’re beginning to make positive changes but haven’t yet mastered your new, life-­affirming skill set. Knowledge is power, and throughout this book, you will receive important intel for making lasting behavioural changes, which benefits everyone, including and especially you.


How to Use This Book


Whatever your reading style, take note that this book is designed to be consumed in chronological order, as each chapter builds on the one before it. To help you apply what you’re learning, I offer tips, self-­assessments, and exercises throughout each chapter. These are the same things I use with my clients and students, and they are essential to achieving your desired results.


Here’s what you’ll find in every chapter:


Say It with Me: Powerful, positive statements designed to help you reframe your mindset and boost your self-­esteem. Use them as affirmations to guide your thoughts and actions.


Loving Reminder: Heartfelt messages and insights that serve as gentle nudges, reminding you of the importance of your journey and the power of self-­love.


Check In: Moments of introspection to help you reflect on your journey, offering a space to personalize the insights and apply them to your life.


Back to You: Quick, on-­the-­fly self-­assessments to help you personalize and internalize the encouraging self-­discovery information and apply it immediately to your unique experiences.


Take Action: At the end of each chapter, Take Action sections present practical exercises and actionable steps.


•	Top of Mind: Helpful ways to expand your self-­awareness and keep your personal growth journey at the forefront of your thoughts.


•	Take Care: Emphasizes the importance of self-­care, providing guidance on incorporating nurturing practices into your daily routine.


•	Go Deeper: Directs you to the back of the book, where you’ll find more in-­depth self-­awareness exercises and prescriptions, allowing you to tailor your healing journey.


You can also grab an HFC Bonus Bundle online. Get exclusive mindfulness tools, guided meditations, and supplemental strategies at hfcbook.com/resources.


This book is a journey of self-­discovery and empowerment, and I encourage you to engage with each section fully to reap the greatest benefits. If you like to take notes, you might want to keep a journal handy.


My advice? Go at your own pace, take what works, and leave the rest.


If you’re familiar with my work from social media, my podcast, The Terri Cole Show, one of my online courses, or my book, Boundary Boss, you may recognize some of my core teaching concepts throughout the following pages. I have developed these concepts over the past two-­plus decades as a therapist, coach, and teacher. Here, the 3Qs for Clarity, Repeating Relationship Realities, Zen Den, and Blueprints will all be covered specifically through the lens of codependency and relational patterns. These are my tried-­and-­true signature strategies and tools to accelerate your healing process.


As you embark on this healing journey, you may feel some regret or shame for how you’ve behaved in the past. This is normal. Consider this whole book a no-­judgment zone. You’re taking stock and gathering data to help you make better choices today and going forward. Being codependent doesn’t mean you’re a bad person or an intentional control freak. It means that you have some learned behaviours that you might want to unlearn, that’s all. Exercising self-­compassion is important as you grapple with some of these more entrenched dynamics. Too Much raises your awareness and provides an education on healthy relating. As I said above, these dysfunctional behaviours you’re working to change were taught to you from the earliest age, and they are not your fault. Self-­awareness is our greatest tool for separating healthy behaviours from dysfunctional ones. Once you raise your self-­awareness, making desired changes to your precious, one-­of-­a-­kind life becomes possible.


Step by step, you can learn to make small but potent shifts that will result in major relationship breakthroughs, such as saying no when you want to say no, pausing before twisting yourself up into a pretzel for anyone, not putting your roommate in a precarious position by inviting a perfect stranger for a sleepover—­and so much more. Everything changes when you do.


What you feel matters. What you think matters. What you want matters. In fact, those things need to matter to you the most. This may be a new lens with which to view your choices and a little uncomfortable at first. That’s okay. Creating sustainable change is going to take some work, but I have no doubt you have what it takes.


By choosing the path of healing and recovery, you are coming home to yourself—­perhaps for the very first time. There’s great beauty, richness, and reward in this process, so keep your goals in mind if you start to feel overwhelmed. Knowing yourself on these deeper levels means you’re creating the opportunity for others to know you more deeply as well. And that’s what this life is all about.


I’ve taught thousands of people worldwide how to create lives that thrill and fulfill them using my proven transformation techniques. This approach is based on self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-compassion, and self-love.


I want that for you too, because you are it for me; you are the reason I do what I do.


I am committed to adding value to your life and helping you achieve your dreams and desires. I have written this book for you and believe with all my heart that if you stay the course, it holds the key to your liberation from too much to just right.


I am so excited to guide you on this transformational and healing journey. Let’s GO!!




Part 1


Unhealed HFC


Managing, Meddling, and Over-­Functioning




Chapter 1

When Doing Too Much Is Really Too Much

Years ago, I was in my office on West 22nd Street in New York City, waiting expectantly for Andrea, a successful, middle-­aged lawyer who had initially sought therapy to better manage the overwhelming amount of stress she had in her life. Like many of my clients, Andrea was perpetually overscheduled with work, home, and personal obligations. Yet somehow, she always showed up on time for our sessions and with a checklist of talking points. So, I was surprised when she’d cancelled at the last minute the week prior. Though she had sent a short text five minutes before the session was to begin, I was concerned by her out-­of-­character behaviour.

At home and in life, Andrea was a consummate doer—­a doting mum of two high-­energy, school-­age children, a dutiful spouse, and a reliable relative and friend. Meanwhile, she worked sixty hours a week at the firm and still managed to volunteer at her local community centre, chair the parents’ committee at her kids’ school, and spearhead fun adventures with her circle of tight-­knit pals. On top of that, Andrea was the go-­to gal for all her loved ones. For anyone who needed advice, perspective, or a shoulder to cry on, Andrea was there, usually with a wry joke, Kleenex, and a clearly outlined plan to fix whatever the issue was. If you’re thinking, How the heck did she have time for all this? The answer is, she didn’t. Yet, like so many of my go-­getting clients, she persisted, over-­extended, and attempted to bend the laws of time and space, insisting everything was “fine.” Because, really, if she didn’t do all the things, who would? So, she just kept on going.

There were chinks in her armor, though. “Why is everyone so inefficient?” had become a familiar refrain when she came to my office. Her family, her colleagues, her friends, and, well, the world at large, none of them could ever seem to match Andrea’s high capability.

Lately, she seemed extra irritated about matters large and small, saying things like, “Can you believe Jack just expects me to pick up our daughter from her sleepover in the middle of the night?” And, “My friends just assume that I’ll be the one to take care of all the travel plans as if I’m the only one who has an Airbnb account.” And, “It never even occurred to my law partner to think about making the lunch reservation for our biggest client. Do I have to freakin’ do everything?”

Whether she had to do everything or not, she was doing everything. And I wondered if her anger—­and growing stress levels, and inability to say no—­had anything to do with why she had missed our recent appointment.

In general, Andrea overestimated her bandwidth and energy. She couldn’t see the connection between her high level of stress and the amount she was always doing for others. Andrea’s relationship with herself was never a part of the equation. Your business is my business seemed to be her motto.

So many of us were taught that endlessly saying yes is a badge of honour. This belief shapes our interactions and impacts the quality of our lives. Like most of my high-­achieving clients, women who are always ready to handle whatever crisis may be exploding, Andrea knew that logically she could say no to her family, her crew, and her coworkers. But in practice? She rarely did.


Back to You

Take Stock: Are You Doing It All?

Sometimes we don’t realize how much we’re doing until we take an inventory. Read through the questions below and jot down your answers.

	•	How many hours a week do you work (inside or outside the home)?

	•	If you have kids, are you the “default” parent when it comes to taking care of them (meals, school drop-­off/pick-­up, appointments, activities, PTA meetings, clothing, playdates, etc.)?

	•	How much time do you invest in staying in touch with family?

	•	Who does the housework? If it’s split, what’s the percentage for each person?

	•	When a friend/relative/family member/coworker needs something, do you drop everything to help them?

	•	If you are partnered, how much of your partner’s life do you manage (think: social, health, fitness, family, work, etc.)?

	•	Do you stay in touch with your partner’s family more than they do?

	•	How many people are you a confidante to?

As you look over your answers, consider how these aspects of your life are shaping your current reality. Right now, we are in the awareness-­raising and information-­gathering stage of our journey and not taking any new actions.



“There’s No Way I’m Codependent”

When Andrea walked into my office and plopped down on the couch, she let out a long sigh. She had circles under her eyes and wore a semi-­wrinkled blouse.

“What happened last week?” I asked.

“Ugh—­I was recovering from a trip to the ER the night before,” she said. “But don’t worry, I’m fine.”

“What sent you to the ER?” I asked.

“Well, it all started with an insane day at work. A critical deposition went long, putting me behind. My assistant was out sick. And I had to do some internet doctoring for my coworker who had some weird rash on his neck—­,” she said, rolling her eyes. “That was lovely.”

Then when she got home, Andrea’s ten-­year-­old daughter was very clingy, and Evelyn, the babysitter, unloaded her stress—­about her father’s illness and her boyfriend’s suspected infidelity.

“My God, Terri, all I said to her was a simple, ‘How are you?’” Andrea said, still exasperated a week later. “I offered to put her in touch with a doctor friend who might offer ideas on her father’s condition. But with the boyfriend, oh, I had some thoughts—­”

In the midst of reminding Evelyn of the last time her boyfriend stepped out and helping her to figure out a game plan to leave this jerk, Andrea suddenly couldn’t breathe.

Her condition became so intense that she wound up in the ER, where a doctor asked, “Have you ever experienced a panic attack before?”

“I felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. I told them, ‘This is definitely not that! I feel like I’m dying!’ There’s no chance in hell that it was just a panic attack.”

Well, according to the EKG results, Andrea was not having a heart attack. In fact, she had no heart problems at all. The doctor prescribed rest and suggested she look into stress management techniques.

“Terri, this cannot all be in my head.”

Andrea might not have connected the elephant on her chest with her over-­functioning (doing all the things for all the people), but her enmeshed (overly involved) style of relating to everyone in her life—­and beyond—­sure seemed like the elephant in the room to me.

“What do you think a panic attack is?” I asked.

“That’s when you crack under pressure?”

Time and time again, I’d noticed that women like Andrea, who “do it all,” and are intelligent, capable, and hardworking, tended to see anxiety as equaling weakness. There must be something wrong with me, they tell themselves.

I assured her, “It’s more like when all the pressure you’re under finally boils over. And let’s be clear: it has nothing to do with your mental fortitude.”

Though Andrea harbored a belief that she could handle everything—­for her husband, family, friends, clients, and support staff—­her body was telling a different story. The whispers of her increasing exhaustion had now become a full-­fledged crisis. She could no longer deny that something had to give. Andrea’s stressful visit to the ER was an invitation to self-­awareness—­waking her up to her habitual patterns of doing too much for others while neglecting her own needs.

She looked at me, then glanced down at the floor.

“The way you’re relating to the folks in your life,” I ventured, “is codependent.”

At the mention of codependency, Andrea’s head whipped up.

“Codependent? Me?” she said. “Terri, you know I’m not dependent on anyone. Everyone relies on me.”

This was not the first time I’d had a client reject my observations of codependent behaviour. That’s because most people, in my professional experience, don’t understand what codependency actually is.

Myths of Codependency

There’s a whole lot of confusion and misconception about codependency. Before we go any further, let’s tackle some of the most prevalent myths:

Myth #1: Codependency only occurs in relationships with addicts.

False. While codependency is often present in addict/enabler relationships, it is not the only kind of relationship in which it can show up.

Myth #2: Only women are codependent.

False. Though we usually think of codependency as a women’s affliction, any gender or gender expression, including male and male-­identifying, binary, and non­binary folks, can be codependent.

Myth #3: Codependency only happens in romantic relationships.

False. Codependency can happen in any relationship dynamic, with family members, coworkers, clients, romantic partners, or friends (shout out to allllll the codependent female friendships of my twenties).

Myth #4: Only emotionally weak people are codependent.

False. Codependency has nothing to do with being “weak” or “strong”—­and everything to do with boundaries. I’ve seen many strong-willed, confident, and daring women fall into dysfunctional behavioural patterns that were modeled by their earliest caregivers. “Weak” is definitely a misnomer.

Myth #5: You can always spot a codependent.

False. In fact, many people do not identify with the old-­school definition of codependency and cannot even spot it within themselves—­which is exactly why I wrote this book.

→	Check In

Take a moment to reflect on your current understanding of codependency. How does it align or differ from the myths and explanations provided?

Old-­School Codependency

Much of what we understand about codependency today can be traced back to the seventies, when new theories of caretaking, codependency, and enmeshed relationships were emerging in the fields of addiction and recovery. For clarity, codependency is not a clinical diagnosis or a personality disorder but it is recognized as a pervasive issue in the mental health field.

The publication of Codependent No More, by Melody Beattie, in the mid-­eighties popularized the term “codependent” and struck a chord of recognition and relief in women across the world.

In Codependent No More, Beattie highlighted the lack of consensus around a clear definition of codependency. Decades later, while many brilliant thinkers have brought nuance and variation to our understanding of its symptoms and behaviours, the lack of consensus around what codependency is, definitively, remains. That said, most psychologists would agree that people displaying codependent behaviours are overly reliant on and overly invested in others (usually a romantic partner, family member, or BFF) for support, validation, and identity. This over-­investment can lead them to automatically, instinctively, and even compulsively organize their life around others, creating lopsided and unhealthy relationships where they sacrifice their own needs to meet the needs of someone else—­even if the help is not asked for.

The term codependency has evolved since the late eighties and nineties. However, one of the most enduring assumptions about codependent individuals is that they are long-­suffering, disempowered women who cannot escape an unhealthy dynamic with their substance-­dependent loved one. This assessment is understandable, given that many pioneers in the field of codependency developed their theories within the context of addiction and recovery.

The Reframe: High-­Functioning Codependency (HFC)

Over and over, my therapy clients, like Andrea, balked at my observation of their codependent interactions because they did not see themselves in the old school definition of codependency. And because they didn’t see themselves, they dismissed the idea altogether. They were highly capable, successful, and much too “in charge” to be “reliant” or dependent on others.

But I urgently wanted my clients to be able to identify the disordered relational patterns that were causing their pain. Only then could they stop the behaviours that were pushing them to the point of exhaustion and resentment. Without that identification, the path to healing was obscured and, therefore, taking people far longer to get the help they needed. I wanted people to see themselves in the disordered relational patterns of codependency so we could work on the root problems.

I slowly realized that I was looking at codependency from a different vantage point than the old school definition. I saw it through the lens of my client’s over-­functioning and hypervigilant behaviours and the pain these behaviours were causing. I wasn’t attached to any traditional notions. I simply wanted to help them change the behaviours that were causing their exhaustion, burnout, and resentment.

I discovered that a little reframe made a huge difference. I conceived of the term high-­functioning codependency, or HFC, to describe the flavour of codependency that I was seeing in the majority of my highly capable therapy clients every day. It was also uncannily familiar because it was what I personally experienced for years in my twenties and early thirties. I define HFC as behaviour that includes being overly invested in the feeling states, the decisions, the outcomes, and the circumstances of the people in your life to the detriment of your own internal peace and emotional and/or financial well-­being. HFC relationships can include blurred boundaries and imbalanced effort and power, with the HFC often taking responsibility for fulfilling the other person’s needs and trying to control most aspects of the relationship.

High-­functioning codependents are often smart, successful, reliable, and accomplished. They don’t identify with being dependent because they are likely doing everything for everyone else. They might have an amazing career, run a household, care for children or aging parents, juggle all the extracurriculars, coordinate the various appointments, and likely life coach their friends through all their problems, too.

Bottom line: the more capable you are, the more codependency doesn’t look like codependency. But if you are over-­extending, over-­functioning, over-­giving, and over-­focusing on others—­and doing way too much—­these behaviours are compromising your inner peace and well-­being. Regardless of what we call it, it’s a problem.

And because we are so damn efficient, we make all our over-­doing and over-­managing look easy breezy—­so no one notices we’re suffering.


Loving Reminder

High-­functioning codependency comes at a very high price, 
but we don’t often realize we are paying it.



To complicate matters further, in our society, many features of HFC-­ness (being thoughtful, caring, efficient, generous, selfless) are socially rewarded, making it harder for people to understand how their own behaviour is dysfunctional. How often have we heard in childhood, “Be good,” or, “Turn that frown upside down,” or, “If you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” We are raised and praised to be self-­abandoning codependents.

When I added “high-­functioning” to the word “codependency” and shared the updated definition, my clients all raised their hand without shame. It’s me. Hi. I’m the problem, it’s me. Suddenly, “codependency” became very relatable. As soon as they self-­identified as HFC, my clients experienced a major shift in their self-­awareness. Now, we could get to work.

It may be reassuring to know that, in spite of the myths, there is no one type of person who tends to be a high-­functioning codependent. We come in all shapes and sizes. Some of us are boisterous and some are more subdued; some funny, others serious; some optimistic, others pragmatic. Some are extroverts and some are introverts. What we have in common are HFC relational behaviours. But how we express these behaviours is unique to each person. It’s also important to note that many HFCs are often highly sensitive people (HSP) or empaths. They have sensitive nervous systems, are acutely aware of subtle mood shifts in the people around them, and have the potential to feel overwhelmed in highly stimulating environments. When you are an empath, you naturally feel other people’s feelings. And, when you’re also an HFC, you may feel compelled to help, especially if others’ feelings are on the negative side.

Identifying Your HFC Behaviours

To help you recognize where and how HFC may show up in your life, read through the list below of the most common issues that I witness in my therapy clients. Pay attention to what feels relatable to you.

Maybe you identify with a few of these traits or maybe you see yourself in all of them. Either is fine. As you read, avoid beating yourself up for anything you recognize. Identifying what’s going on is a courageous first step. You are learning more about yourself and we will use the information for your transformation throughout this book.

•	Communication Challenges

You’re an expert at knowing the feelings and emotions of the people in your life, but you may be less intimate with your own. This can make effectively communicating your true thoughts and feelings difficult, especially if you fear being rejected, or are conflict avoidant.

•	Approval Seeking

You may prioritize other people’s needs above your own. Or say yes when you would rather say no, and you likely don’t love confrontation. You may apologize often—­not only when you’re not sorry, but also when you are angry, sad, frustrated, or anxious. You may be afraid of what might happen if you do something that inspires disapproval from someone else, so you subvert your preferences, emotions, and needs.

•	Auto-­Fixing

When someone is sharing a problem or situation with you, you may immediately jump in and give your opinion of what they should do to fix it whether they asked you or not.

•	Disordered Boundaries

When you are outwardly focused on the needs and wants of others, it is difficult to establish and maintain your own healthy boundaries. In addition, you may anticipate others’ needs without checking in with them, setting yourself up to overstep their boundaries.

•	Ignoring, Minimizing, or Denying Problems

To avoid conflict, you may find yourself saying things like, “I don’t want to make a big deal out of nothing,” or making excuses for other people’s bad behaviour such as, “they are just tired and cranky. I know they didn’t mean it.”

•	Self-­Sacrificing

Self-­sacrifice has long been held up as a virtue in many cultures, but it is important to take a close look at where you are sacrificing what you want and what you need for other people. It could look like not doing things for yourself that would allow you to rest or bring you joy because you are more tuned in to other people’s needs than your own.

•	Hyper-Helping

You may be in a helping field like nursing, therapy, or coaching where being a natural born helper is a plus. The hyper-helping tendency can easily spill over into your personal life and can look like doing things for others that they can and should do for themselves.

•	Over-­Functioning

You are often compelled to go way above and beyond for other people, both when they ask for help and when they don’t. This tendency can manifest anywhere—­at home, at work, in personal and professional relationships, and even with someone you’ve just met. It’s also not sustainable. If you’re giving until it hurts, you are more likely to end up feeling bitter or burned-­out.

→	 Check In

Which of the traits above resonate with you? If it was every single one, don’t worry. You are exactly where you need to be. If it was just a few, that’s great, too. You are learning more about who you truly are. Remember: this is a no-­judgment zone.

At their core, codependent relationships are built on a foundation of disordered boundaries and dysfunctional relational patterns with a covert or overt bid for control of someone else’s situation. That last part might be hard to understand and accept. It definitely was for me.

In my life, pre-­HFC recovery, I was not consciously trying to control anything. But I was actively trying to stop conflict and drama before they began. Like other HFCs, my drive to control situations and people was rooted in fear. Fear of the unknown. Fear of what terrible thing would happen if I didn’t intercede. Fear of having a situation spin out of control. Fear of others being angry, upset, or unhappy.

As loving, caring people, all of us are invested in the happiness of those we care about. But high-­functioning codependents are overly invested. One HFC I met at a conference said plainly, “I have a tendency to scan every room and situation for impending issues. It’s like my problem metre has no off setting. I just want people to be happy. If I’m honest, it can be exhausting.” Constantly being afraid and needing to be in control is exhausting.

The Mask of Highly Capable People

The tricky thing about HFCs is that they are so competent, they can effectively mask their disordered behaviour. Few in their circles can actually see that they’re tired, suffering, and sometimes seething. That’s because the HFC is busy being on top of things: sending flowers for birthdays, remembering important anniversary dates, showing up to help when Grandma’s furniture needs to be lugged away, going the extra mile for the big presentation—­and more. In fact, most people around HFCs think they’re doing great. They don’t see the crack in the veneer or know what’s happening inside.

And that is the HFC way—­to consistently present a polished package of efficiency.

I’m fine.

No need to worry about me.

It’s all good.

I got it.

Sometimes, HFCs’ masks are so good, they can’t even recognize their own over-­functioning tendencies.

Pre-­recovery, most HFCs are unaware that in all their tasking, checking things off lists, and endless doing for others, they’ve made an unconscious and consequential choice—­to neglect the most foundational relationship of all, the one that they have with themselves.


Loving Reminder

As you are raising your self-­awareness, remember that this is a process. It’s going to take some time and repetition to create healthier relational patterns—­and you can do it.



Over-­Functioning

Let’s expand on one of the most significant issues for HFCs: over-­functioning. For Andrea, it seemed that neglecting and overriding her own needs, coupled with the chronic stress of her over-­functioning, led to the panic attack. It was a physical cue that she was doing too much.

In our sessions, I explained high-­functioning codependency, illustrating the concept by pointing out her numerous over-­functioning, over-­giving, and over-­extending behaviours—­from offering to help her neighbour’s son with his college essay, right down to bringing an extra toiletry kit to her friend for her wedding night (“just in case she forgot the toothpaste”). Andrea nodded in recognition and said, “Okay, I can see that.”

To begin the process of change, the first step was to raise her self-­awareness about her behaviours, choices, and reactions.

In our next session, we explored why she always felt like she was The One to make life happen for herself and others. “Oh, that’s easy. If I don’t do it, no one will,” she said.

This is a common belief and one of the biggest mental hurdles to overcome—­how we may feel that we have to be the one to do all the things, all the time, whether someone asks us to or not.

Like most HFCs, Andrea’s get-­it-­done behaviours were often genuinely helpful. After all, there were certain things that just came easily to her, like planning which rest stop to go to on the way to her husband’s family’s house. Or which cafe had the best breakfast sandwiches for the road. Or how to navigate tricky office or social politics without causing a time-­sucking drama.

Not only was she a superstar in every sense, but she’d also gotten used to being praised for her efficiency and thoughtfulness. Everyone wanted, even expected, that level of service and consideration from her. What she genuinely wanted was the only question that really mattered, but being so outwardly focused, it was the question she rarely considered. Her self-­reflection was the beginning of new awareness, which is where all transformation begins.


Back to You

How Can You Tell If You’re Overly Invested?

Imagine your partner, friend, or sibling coming to you in a crisis.

	•	How urgent does their situation feel to you?

	•	Does it immediately feel like your problem to fix?

	•	What’s your first instinctive reaction?

For most HFCs, a call like this will send them straight into a fix-­it tailspin. Depending on the crisis, they’re Googling house cleaning services, scheduling the food delivery, and researching divorce lawyers—­with little regard to whatever they were doing before.

If some version of that happens for you—­believing it’s your job to manage your partner/friend/sibling’s situation, and do it immediately—­I see you, pal. This is a codependent response.



Resentment

Not surprisingly, this over-­functioning way of life creates an undercurrent of resentment, which, naturally, is going to bubble to the surface from time to time. (Remember Andrea’s favourite refrain? “Why is everyone so inefficient?”) Some HFCs will feel upset when their loved ones don’t heed their well-­meaning guidance and heroic gestures of support. If you find yourself feeling chronically annoyed, perturbed, and maybe even downright bitter, consider that you may be doing too much.

It’s also possible that you are suppressing your resentment with rationalizations. As HFCs, we easily chalk up our over-­investment in the lives of our loved ones to our care and concern for their well-­being—­and sometimes for the well-­being of all of humanity. For example, you notice that an acquaintance you follow online just posted about losing her son in a car accident. Suddenly you feel like you must get her the name of an excellent grief counselor, or, at the very least, rally her friends to get a meal train going. (Like I said, HFCs are often codependent with the world at large.) But this type of over-­investment borders on intrusive. It is also not sustainable. We’re mere mortals, just like everyone else, with needs, dreams, and responsibilities that require our care and attention. This can be news for HFCs.


Say It with Me 

My worth and value are determined by who I am, 
not how much I do for others.



People-­pleasing

The fact is, if we are over-­functioning and overly focused on the feeling states and life situations of others, our authentic feelings may be buried beneath the rubble of tasking, doing, and managing. People-­pleasing can be a catalyst for these behaviours. As author and podcast host Glennon Doyle says, “When a woman finally learns that pleasing the world is impossible, she becomes free to learn how to please herself.” Amen, sister.

There are many reasons we become people pleasers. Maybe we were taught to be “good” and that meant going along with what others wanted, regardless of our wants, needs, and desires. We tend to hide our real feelings instead of rocking the boat with our authenticity. Often, people pleasers start off as parent pleasers raised in households where not pleasing a parent could have stressful or even dangerous consequences. And a lot of us are simply wired this way, driven by a primal fear of being kicked out of the pack. We want to make sure others are okay so that we can be okay, too.

With people-­pleasing, we tend to have anxiety and fear around being judged, not being liked, and letting others down. We attempt to influence other people’s feeling states and experiences to avoid these fates—­and that is the core of people-­pleasing. I want you to approve of me, so I will alter my behaviour to get that approval. I want you to like me even if I don’t particularly like you. (Which makes no logical sense but is super common.)

People pleasers want to be seen as “nice,” but in truth, saying yes when you want to say no is not only not nice, it’s misleading. You are basically giving faulty information about who you are and where you stand. This is especially important in your intimate relationships because how can anyone authentically love you if they don’t authentically know you? The truth is, they can’t.

Ultimately, you will most likely end up pleasing others in ways that are not so pleasing to yourself. That’s an unavoidable fact.

Tolerating Too Much

As HFCs, we are accustomed to a constant outflow of energy—­picking up the slack, scanning situations and people to make sure that everything (and everyone) is okay, handling whatever needs to be handled. In that process, we don’t even realize what we might be tolerating.

We tend to accept, take on, put up with, and be negatively impacted by other people’s bad behaviour, unmet needs, boundary violations, incompleteness, issues, resentments, and even our own self-­sabotaging behaviour. As capable as you are, trying to avoid potential drama can keep you tolerating more than you should. Raising awareness in this area will eventually become the GPS to show you the way to a healthier style of relating to others, as well as yourself.

The following are big and small real-­life examples from my community of what people tolerate:

•	Nonstop complaints from immediate family

•	Fake friends and chronic interrupters

•	Always being the one to travel to see family

•	Poor treatment / silent treatment / gaslighting and other abusive behaviour

•	Disrespect from kids or stepkids

•	Bearing the brunt of hostility under the guise of a “joke”

•	Double standards in relationships; for example, the friend who takes her sweet time in replying (if at all) but expects an insta-­response when she’s the one reaching out

•	Doing more than your share of the housework

•	Self-­sabotage and self-­medicating with alcohol

•	Comments about weight and appearance

•	Regularly being on the receiving end of other people’s drama and stress

Some of these experiences might last for just a moment, but if we ignore how we really feel, the impact stays with us for much longer. We may ruminate or be irritated without knowing the source. It’s exhausting.

→	Check In

You are likely tolerating more than you may realize. Take a couple of minutes to list in your journal ten situations, circumstances, people, or feelings that you are tolerating right now.

We Can Change—­and It’s Worth It

HFCs carry a whole stadium of data about other people in their heads—­who likes what kind of cheese or wine, who has an aversion to air conditioning, who can’t stand small talk, and so on. Yet, while we’re so mindful of what other people’s likes and dislikes are, we rarely extend that same level of courtesy and thought to ourselves.


Loving Reminder

You deserve more than what you’re tolerating.



Like Andrea, you and every HFC I’ve ever encountered, are humans with exceptionally bright lights and a vast capacity to care about others. In many ways, you’re the masters of the universe. You are managing a lot in life and that takes a certain amount of confidence, decision-­making ability, and action. Andrea was starting to discover just how adaptable and resilient she was. After her panic attack, she even began to view the event as a blessing in disguise—­a way to reclaim her bandwidth and her life. She was now intentionally on a journey of self-­discovery and committed to creating a better, healthier way of relating. Recovery, for Andrea and all of us, is about stopping the high-­cost behaviours of HFC to create the space to know, develop, and celebrate our innate selves.

Armed with strength and courage, the process of real-­deal change is also bolstered when you align yourself with healthier habits and behaviours gradually—­by learning to identify what is (and is not) your responsibility. Slowly but surely, you can learn to do this.

It may feel daunting to even think about changing these deeply ingrained behavioural patterns but trust me (and science): you can teach your old brain new tricks. We now know that the brain’s neural connections—­estimated to be in the ballpark of a whopping one hundred trillion—­are formed and potentially altered anew every single day, thanks to our lived experiences. This is called neuroplasticity. If we continue engaging in our disordered but familiar habits and patterns, we’re reinforcing the old neural pathways and staying stuck. Yet with concerted, consistent effort, we can create new neural pathways and healthier relational patterns, increasing our well-­being exponentially.

As you go through the rest of these pages, remember that your skills and gifts are unique. No one else can do this work for you. These are your life lessons to learn and it’s a privilege to do so.

There’s more happiness, freedom, and satisfaction on the other side. Your most important responsibility is the one you have to yourself—­to nurture your own unique energies, talents, and passions. Leaving behind your reflex to do too much opens the door to abundant energy, bandwidth, and joy, providing the fuel you need to thrive in all areas of your life.


Take Action

•	Top of Mind. Pay attention to how often you compromise your own needs. Over the next forty-­eight hours, observe each time you: (1) Say yes when you really want to say no; (2) apologize, especially if you’re not sorry, or when you’re actually feeling angry; or (3) avoid confrontation or put someone else’s needs above your own.

•	Take Care. As soon as you realize you’re over-­functioning (you’re on someone else’s side of the street) stop and count to twenty. Then, turn your attention back to yourself.

•	Go Deeper: Codependent Relationship Questionnaire. The more you know about yourself, the easier it will be to shift how you interact in your relationships. Go to the “Go Deeper” section at the back of the book to uncover your relationship patterns.
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