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Advance Praise for
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“Healthy relationships require us to lean on others—but not so much that we lose ourselves. In this clear and compassionate book, Nedra Tawwab offers strategies for finding the right balance.”


—Lori Gottlieb, New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone and cohost of the Dear Therapists podcast


“In The Balancing Act, Nedra Glover Tawwab offers the wisdom so many of us crave: how to stay connected to others without losing ourselves. With compassion and clarity, she shows us that boundaries aren’t walls but pathways to deeper, healthier relationships.”


—Dr. Becky Kennedy, New York Times bestselling author of Good Inside


“Nedra Tawwab brings both insight and heart to her work, and this book is no exception. Whether your goal is to set healthier boundaries, understand your partner more deeply, or decipher the recurring patterns in your relationships, this book will light the way forward.”


—Yung Pueblo, New York Times bestselling author of How to Love Better and Lighter


“In generations past, our relationships were ready-made from family and community ties. Now we have the responsibility of singlehandedly creating social lives and friendships. Fortunately, Nedra Tawwab has gifted us with this clear, highly readable guide to creating flexible and honest connections to sustain our health and energy. This is one of the best resources I have ever read that describes the balance we are trying to reach in all our relationships. A supremely useful and heartening book for all of us who need to navigate the demands of others while still holding on to what we need for ourselves.”


—Lindsay C. Gibson, PsyD, clinical psychologist and New York Times bestselling author of Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents and How to Raise an Emotionally Mature Child


“The Balancing Act is clear-eyed and thoughtful, replacing the misunderstandings around codependency with empowering insights on human connection. A valuable resource for anyone seeking to cultivate healthy relationships.”


—Kendra Adachi, three-time New York Times bestselling author and host of The Lazy Genius Podcast
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Introduction



Mom, I need help! Every morning, when my baby girl wakes up, she says these beautiful words to me.


She’s calling for me to bring her the clothes that we have chosen together the night before. It’s so sweet to hear her clearly and confidently ask for support.


Every time I respond to her request for help, I feel like she is learning that it’s okay to ask and that people will indeed help her when she does. Even when I want her to be a little more independent, I say, “I think you can do this by yourself, but let me know if you need my support.” I don’t want her to think she has to do everything on her own.


When I was growing up, my life was very different from my daughter’s. Independence was my way of helping my mother, who was a single parent. By age nine, I was cooking, washing my own clothes, and able to stay home alone. Adults showered me with praise for my “maturity” and “self-sufficiency.”


Although independence can give us a confidence boost, it can turn into hyper-independence, which means we rely solely on ourselves and prioritize our individuality.


While it might be necessary to support a parent with limited resources, it may still be too much for a child. For example, when we have a caregiver who doesn’t respond to our need for help, we often learn to stop asking, sometimes forever. Children may adjust to never receiving help, but not because they don’t actually need the help anymore. They adjust because they feel they have no other option. Their needs haven’t gone away. They have just grown to fear that no one will help them fulfill those needs.


My early independence skills set me up for years of hyperindependency, doing things unassisted. I took pride in, and was praised for, figuring things out for myself. I felt weak if I asked for help. When someone offered assistance, I didn’t believe that they could really provide it, so I declined bids for support.


For a time, it was fun to feel like an adult. But then, resentment set in. I was bitter that my peers’ lives seemed easier than mine. I was frustrated that I had no support. It’s isolating to be on the “I Can Do It All Myself” island. So I had to learn how to ask for and accept help.


Yes, independence is healthy. It’s strength. But hyper-independence isn’t a strength. Too little dependence on others leaves us feeling alone in our deepest struggles and crises. That’s why I love that my daughter is learning to ask for help. I want her to be independent, but not hyper-independent.


A healthy level of dependency in relationships fuels and sustains us. Yet, the opposite of hyper-independence is hyper-dependency—too much reliance on others for our needs. This can leave us without an internal compass.


When we rely too heavily on a person or thing, our dependence is unhealthy. Whether it’s shopping, social media, vices, or the approval of others, leaning on something outside of ourselves to fulfill our needs can lead to depending on things that will never give us the connection and attention that we deeply crave. This kind of dependency often arises from an inner void that we try to fill with an inadequate source.


In either case, the type of dependency is dysfunctional and based in fear. Unfortunately, our society is having a dependency crisis. All too often, we have too much or too little of it.


When we have too little dependence on others, we feel lonely, as I often did coming out of my childhood. In May 2023, the US Surgeon General Advisory created an eighty-two-page report about our unprecedented rates of loneliness, which impacts our mental, physical, social, and societal health. The physical impact of loneliness on our bodies is equivalent to smoking a pack of cigarettes per day.




Our society is having a dependency crisis.





Hyper-dependency can also lead to loneliness because it’s hard to sustain relationships when we rely too much on other people. They might feel it’s too heavy a burden on them. If we rely on other things to fulfill our needs, we might also isolate from others.


Another form of dysfunctional dependency is codependency. This is when someone cares for someone else excessively without taking care of their own needs. Codependency is a way we try to express love, and its intention is to sustain the relationship. While there’s nothing wrong with wanting to be loved and showing love to others, it becomes unhealthy when the relationship is out of proportion or we enable someone else’s addictive behavior.


In my work as a therapist, I’ve witnessed people operate in extremes of relationship dependencies. Many of them tend to have low support or deliberately lose ties with others to protect themselves emotionally. Unfortunately, some of them distrust everyone instead of only those who have caused them harm.


Indiscriminate distrust can lead us to a lifelong relationship void. It can make us emotionally unavailable, empty, and in a constant state of longing for the connection that we push away either on purpose or inadvertently.


We might desire closeness without the skills to build close relationships. It’s vital to recognize and address these patterns if we want healthy and fulfilling relationships. Connecting with others in healthy ways requires us to enhance our ability to relate, be vulnerable, and be open.


Going beyond buzzwords like “codependency” and “emotional immaturity,” I want us to take a closer look at ourselves in our lives. How can we form connections without losing our individuality? How can we set boundaries in certain situations while remaining open in others? We need a flexible mindset when it comes to relationships because everyone is different.


I will explore how our relationship styles are influenced by whether we are introverted or extroverted, our attachment styles, and how our family systems impact the way we engage with others. Regardless of how we arrived at our current state, I will guide us toward improving, developing deeper relationships, and honoring our needs.


This book is not a quick fix; it is a way to practice being present in our lives and feeling connected to others.


My first book, Set Boundaries, Find Peace, helped people understand the importance of healthy boundaries and how to establish and implement them. Rigid boundaries keep people away, while porous boundaries allow everything in without discernment. Either type of unhealthy boundary pattern inhibits our ability to connect deeply with others, just as any type of unhealthy dependency pattern does the same. This book isn’t focused on boundaries per se, but there is overlap. Our level of dependency will impact our ability to maintain healthy boundaries, as opposed to having too many or too few.


With that in mind, this book answers two essential questions:




How can you build healthy autonomy while remaining connected?


How can you heal wounds from the past without overly relying on external dependencies?





Each chapter opens with a vignette loosely based on an interaction with a client or member of my community. Then, the chapter moves into concepts and exercises, ending with reflective questions to help you apply the material to your own experience. Throughout the book, I will sprinkle in helpful listicles, graphics, and takeaway quotes to further illustrate the concepts and practices.


In part 1, “Understanding Unhealthy Dependency,” I will introduce the dependency spectrum, explore the causes and effects of unhealthy dependencies, and help you examine how fear or old wounds may affect your level of connection in relationships.


In part 2, “Finding a Healthier Balance,” I will outline a path for healing for both hyper-independency and hyper-dependency patterns, help you distinguish between faux connections and deep connections, delve into the types of dependencies that may be keeping you stuck (such as with social media and technology, with substances, or within your social life), and illuminate the way forward for you.


Relationships are the cornerstone of human engagement, and we can thrive when we create supportive connections with others. Whether a particular relationship is close, an associateship, or a parasocial relationship (which is a relationship between followers and influencers or fans and celebrities, where there is a relationship with someone you don’t know), we are all in relationships, and we can all benefit mentally, physically, and socially from making them healthier. This book is a tool builder to help you protect, restore, and seek more harmonious connections.










PART ONE




Understanding Unhealthy Dependency











Chapter 1



The Spectrum of Unhealthy Dependency


Laura was the youngest of four children. People in her family referred to her as the “change-of-life baby.” Her siblings were ten, fifteen, and seventeen years older than her. Since they were closer in age, her siblings had each other. But to Laura, they felt more like aunts and uncles, so she spent a lot of time alone. Meanwhile, her parents gave her everything she wanted financially, yet they provided little care emotionally. Their presence was scarce.


In elementary school, Laura began luring people into friendships by giving them things and sharing everything she had. At first, it was kind, but then it became a strategy to keep people around. Her friends seemed to have less and desired what she offered them. By high school, her friendships were plentiful but shallow. When she didn’t give gifts, she listened endlessly, was always available, and over-helped others. Being needed wasn’t enough; she wanted to be irreplaceable.


By thirty-three years old, Laura was a mother of two who was separated from her husband and in therapy. On the cusp of divorce, she wondered how she’d ended up with a partner who didn’t help with the children and offered her little praise and support. She did everything, which was a problem for both her marriage and her emotional development. Laura often felt taken advantage of. She didn’t notice how she created interactions that ensured everyone else had their needs met while pretending to be needless herself. She was the martyr in friendships, in family relationships, at work, and in her marriage.


Going the extra mile and showing people she was indispensable was her way of being noticed. Her internal voice said, “I am only good if others highly value me.” Being everything to everyone left little room for her to do anything for herself. Placing the needs of others above her own eventually left her resenting them for what she’d chosen to give away. The other people around her didn’t know this was a game they were playing. Instead, they were simply taking advantage of what she offered.


Laura’s Dilemma:
Doing Everything or Nothing at All


When we say “I must do everything to keep this relationship going” or “I’m not doing anything to keep this relationship afloat,” we exist in extremes. Both are faulty dependency approaches. We don’t need to overgive or, conversely, expect nothing at all in relationships. Instead, we can be flexible and tailor what is needed to each individual relationship, not relationships in general. Each person in our lives may need a different skill from us or a different part of us. Therefore, giving and receiving is a healthy part of relationships, and both parties must participate.


Dependency


According to Webster’s dictionary, the word “depend” means “to be determined, based, or contingent” on others. Dependency can be healthy in our relationships, or it can be unhealthy. Individually, the spectrum of dependency flows from counter-dependent to codependent, with healthy existing in the center.


Existing at either extreme can be unhealthy for our relational wellness. Laura primarily operated in the red zone of codependency. Her relationships fulfilled her desire to be needed but also caused her to neglect her needs to keep them afloat. When we maintain relationships in which the other parties are dependent on us without balance, we end up feeling lonely and even resentful when we need something. The relationship has not been set up for our own needs to be met.


Unhealthy dependencies happen unconsciously. We wouldn’t set out to create relationships where we never receive help or we’re always in need of help. But humans are creatures of habit. We often develop harmful or dishonorable connections by repeating what we know rather than creating what we want. We simply don’t know how to shape healthier ones where everyone’s needs are explicit, compassion exists, and compromises are made.


Everyone Has Needs


Both your needs and the needs of others matter. Yet, we may tend to put our own needs on the back burner because we assume others will be upset if we don’t put their needs first. But we can’t assume something that hasn’t been said.


Sure, there are times when it’s wise to assume. For example, let’s say your friend recently had a baby and has two other little ones at home. Assuming that she isn’t ready for a girls’ trip might make sense. Conversely, assuming that she’s too busy to text might be untrue. In either case, what would it hurt to ask? Your friend may have a need to connect on topics unrelated to parenting or may be interested in catching up on your life. We have no clue what someone is comfortable with unless we dig deeper by communicating instead of assuming.


Rebranding Codependency


Codependency is when we try to love others in the way we think is best. For example, if your friend is a single parent, you might offer to babysit and help out when you don’t always have the time to meet her needs. You’re being selfless and happy to help, even if it means your own needs in the relationship aren’t being met. Sometimes we may use loving someone as an explanation for why we give in ways that can be harmful or overly selfless.


The term “codependency” sprang from the substance use community. It rose to popularity as a concept in the 1990s after the seminal book Codependent No More, by Melody Beattie, was released. People who enabled and loved others in a harmful way that supported their loved ones’ addictions were labeled as “codependent.”


We can now see codependency in a broader sense as a dynamic in which one person enables behaviors and doesn’t receive mutual or fair support from the person they’re helping. This concept can be applied to addiction but also to other unbalanced relationships, such as with friends who request a lot of emotional support but offer very little in return, and to parasocial relationships with influencers that leave us disappointed.


Codependency is not a clinical term used by mental health professionals for diagnoses. However, it’s a cultural term that many have embraced as a cornerstone of unhealthy relationships. Even though we might help someone else survive, we might provide only temporary relief for deeper issues. An example of codependency is a mother with a fixed income who pays rent for her son because he doesn’t work but has a family. This may be her way of keeping her son and grandchildren housed, but she compromises her finances while possibly preventing her son from finding his own longer-term solution.


Codependency is a sign of an unbalanced relationship, not a thriving one where growth is happening for both of the individuals involved. In codependent dynamics, the relationship is set on survival mode—that is, “let’s do what we can to get to the next hurdle.” People are typically not intentionally codependent, but the imbalance occurs because we love and desire to help others.


Codependency exists on a spectrum. It shouldn’t be viewed as entirely negative or as something we either have or don’t have at all. This spectrum allows for the possibility of moving from unhealthy dependencies to healthier ones. By recognizing the flexibility in defining our behaviors, we can empower ourselves to make positive changes and adopt new skills to help transform our relationships.


There is a common misconception that if someone is codependent in one relationship, they are codependent as a person. However, you can experience codependency in some relationships while being completely healthy in others. For example, a former client named Justine displayed codependent behaviors with her younger sister, but she did not exhibit the same dynamics with her other siblings or friends.


Dependency is fluid, not a fixed state.


There are a few myths, however, about why we have dependency issues in our relationships with others.




Dependency is fluid, not a fixed state.





Myths About People with Dependency Issues


Myth #1: You did it to yourself, so it’s your job to fix it alone.


This could lead to counter-dependence. Accountability is a significant way to be an empowered leader in your life. However, there are times when you are not responsible for everything. Even when you contribute to a problem, others can help you clean up the mess. Making a mistake is how we learn. Mistakes shouldn’t be a punishment we are expected to sit with alone. Being community oriented is acknowledging your part and asking for support.


When you did it to yourself, asking for support might sound like this:




“I made a mistake. Can you help me repair what I did?”


“I know I said I wouldn’t help my daughter again, but it’s impossible for me to watch her suffer.”


“I feel bad. Please support me when I tell you what happened.”





Don’t assume people won’t help. They may offer compassion when you are honest about your contributions to your problems. Integrity matters when you’re conscious that you made a poor decision. Please don’t deny yourself help just because it was your fault.



Myth #2: You don’t love yourself enough.



This is an assumption we sometimes make about codependent behavior, but people who love themselves are not immune to unhealthy encounters with others. If loving ourselves were a protection, we would expeditiously move toward loving ourselves deeply. We are human, and relationships can be complicated even when we have selflove. The way we show up with a person who depletes us and needs a lot from us isn’t the way we show up in other relationships that are reciprocal. Know that you won’t always do what is best. Offering yourself grace is the first truth of self-love: “I love myself, and I will make mistakes. When I make mistakes, I will love myself through them.”


Self-Love Isn’t


• Isolating yourself from others


• Doing everything on your own


• Being perfect in everything you do


• Never making the same mistakes


• Always picking the right relationships


• Leaving relationships as soon as you notice issues


• Being self-absorbed


Self-Love Is


• Affirming yourself


• Being authentic


• Practicing what you know


• Being intentional


• Owning and acting in your power


• Accepting yourself with grace and compassion


• Believing that you are capable


Myth #3: If you understand your history, you won’t repeat it.


Information is helpful, but people still need to do what they feel is best in their situation. Poor choices in one relationship often spill into behaviors in other relationships. We repeat what we believe, not what works. History repeats itself when we’re unaware of alternatives because we believe our strategies are best. So even if you understand your history, you might repeat the same mistake more than once.


Understanding our history is not enough. If we want to see different outcomes, we must make intentional changes. While the process of change is possible, it is not easy. Being aware of the past can help us recognize mistakes to avoid. However, we must take the necessary steps to implement change, as things are unlikely to improve without our effort.


Wise Compassion, Not Unwise Compassion


Wise compassion involves considering the entire context of a situation and offering support that makes sense. Conversely, idiot compassion involves offering support without a thorough understanding of the situation, which is misguided or uninformed empathy. These concepts stem from Tibetan teachings centered on embracing people with an open and wise heart. For compassion to be successful, we must use it wisely.


We may want to help someone but not be really capable of providing the help they need, because of our limitations. Our limitations may include time, financial resources, emotional bandwidth, and so on. When we try to help anyway, we are providing compassion without boundaries and acting unwisely.


We may offer help without first determining if we will actually be helpful or harmful. Expressing compassion sounds like “It looks like you’re going through a difficult time.” It isn’t trying to fix the situation for the other person. You are noticing their challenge without offering to rescue them and without offering a solution. Unwise compassion creates unhealthy dependencies.


Helping others is a healthy part of relationships, but there is a fine line between helping and contributing to a problem that isn’t likely to improve.


Compromise, but Not Too Much


Compromise is healthy, and relationships work best when we are flexible about what we can and cannot offer.


Flexibility sounds like “I can take the kids to the birthday party. You took them last time.” Inflexibility sounds like “I’m never taking the kids to birthday parties. I don’t like kids’ parties.”


It can also be inflexible to always take the children to the party, which might later lead to resentment on your part. Consider offering what you’ll truly be able to live with. Giving more than what’s comfortable for you will bleed into your relationships in unhealthy ways via resentment, anger, and passive-aggressiveness. At times there may be no one else per se but you to take the kids, but being flexible will allow you to explore other options. You may not have to do all the things you’ve committed yourself to “having” to do.


We should never say yes to everything because we want to keep a relationship. Some requests are unreasonable. When someone asks something of you, consciously give it some thought and make choices that support your well-being and the well-being of the relationship. Bear in mind, however, that when we are inflexible, always saying no, we neglect the needs of others in our relationships. Even when we don’t want to honor a request, we can consider our values and how the request might support the relationship beyond our own preferences.


Two prominent societal relationship models exist: individualism and collectivism. Western cultures tend to lean more toward individualism, with 27 percent of adults in the United States ages sixty and older living alone, compared with 16 percent of adults in 130 other countries and territories. Individualistic cultures value self-reliance, independence, and self-containment. This way of existing creates a breeding ground for counter-dependent behaviors. People in individualistic cultures are less likely to express a need for assistance and feel vulnerable when overwhelmed. Community support, connections, and interdependence are valued in a collectivistic culture. Leaning on others is respected, and helping others offers a sense of belonging.


As we invite others to engage in relationships with us, there is room for both independence and support. Leaning far toward individualism isn’t good for mental health and social development.


Child-rearing, health issues, aging, financial insecurity, and life transitions such as divorce or the loss of a loved one are just a few experiences in which support from others can be especially helpful.


Doing the Opposite of What Feels Natural


Far too often, we want to change, but we don’t want to go through what’s necessary to do so.


For example, when we’re upset, our natural inclination might be to isolate ourselves for a few days. What could work better, however, is calling a friend to process our feelings. When we don’t have anyone to go to a concert with us, our natural inclination might be to not go at all. What might work better is asking an associate or going alone. We build connection by attempting to connect with others, or at least being near them. If you fear asking for support, remember this: Being told no by one person doesn’t mean everyone will tell you no.


Here is another example: Your natural inclination when someone cancels plans might be to never ask them to join you in the future. What could work better is recognizing that what happened once might not happen the next time.


Another example: Whenever your bestie calls to complain about work, you immediately go into savior mode by giving her solutions and telling her about job postings. Allowing her to vent without offering solutions could support her without doing the work of fixing it.


Do what feels healthiest for the situation, even if it is uncomfortable. Later, we’ll talk more about operating outside your comfort zone in relationships. What feels best may not actually be best for your more significant goals.



Reflection Questions



1. Can you think of people in your life who have shown a healthy form of self-love?


2. In what ways have you practiced unwise compassion, and how can you approach that situation with more wisdom and compassion?










Chapter 2



The Causes and Effects of Unhealthy Dependency


Hope has taken care of herself for as long as she can remember. Her mother, Brenda, was a single mom with minor physical and inconsistent financial support from Hope’s father. June, Hope’s older sister by seven years, was in and out of trouble, so Hope tried to do whatever she could to stay out of her mother’s way.


By the time Hope was six years old, she had a key to her house and was expected to take care of herself after school until June arrived home. Sometimes, June had after-school activities or hung out with friends, so Hope fed herself a snack and watched TV, waiting for someone to come home. Even when others were home, she spent a lot of time alone. Everyone in the house seemed to do their own thing.


By middle school, Hope was the only child at home with her mother. Her responsibilities increased. Sometimes, her mother cooked, but often, Hope figured out dinner on her own. Whenever she asked her mother for help with a task, she was told, “You can figure it out,” or “I’ll teach you once, but after this, you should know how to do it.”


In fourth grade, when Hope started her menstrual cycle, her mother gave her some pads and said, “Wear these next time.” There was no talk about hygiene or what was happening with her body.


Brenda praised Hope’s high responsibility because it was helpful to her. “You are so responsible,” she would say. “I can count on you. Your sister needs so much help from me. She’s not as strong as you. I’m happy you figured things out.”


“Figure it out on your own; you don’t need other people” is what Hope took away from her upbringing. In college, she didn’t ask for help either. She lacked compassion for people who were needy and unable to do things for themselves. Many partners told her, “It doesn’t seem like I’m needed in this relationship.” In some ways, it was true: Hope didn’t know how to allow people to support her. It felt weak. She was typically the person offering support.


Once, while sick with the flu, she went to work and to a friend’s birthday dinner. Her coworkers commented about how sick she appeared, and her friend told her that she should go home. But Hope pushed through. Her rationale was “I’m sick, but I’m still capable.”


Hope’s unreasonable expectations of herself created unrealistic expectations of others. She felt that other people should be able to do what she could do. She was always there for them, so she couldn’t understand how a friend could forget to call on her birthday. She had everyone’s birthdays on her calendar and never forgot to send them a wish. When her friends didn’t reciprocate, she became angry and abruptly ended her relationships.
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