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Yesterday I was clever
So I wanted to change the world


Today I am wise
So I am changing myself


—RUMI







To my grandmothers, Hilder and Wanda, two original Giveaway Girls


To Danetta and to all of the women who, like I do, feel as if they may have been Giveaway Girls a time or two in their life
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This book is written to help you develop a very high level of mental and emotional growth and health. Of course, it is not a substitute for professional mental health treatment. Many of the examples stem from my observations; however, in all cases, the person’s identity has been changed to protect confidentiality. Because of my strong beliefs in ethical observance, if I were to have used any client/patient examples, I would have obtained client consent whenever possible. If you recognize yourself in any of the descriptions, it is merely a coincidence. After all, there are many of us out there who have been there before.








INTRODUCTION



I’m Cherilynn Veland, LCSW, MSW, a Chicago-area psychotherapist and clinical social worker. I have been counseling people for twenty-plus years, and I love it.


Ever since I was a little girl, I have felt passionate about fairness and helping others.


In high school, I thought I would go to law school and advocate for the disenfranchised and struggling. But when I had the opportunity to work in a law practice, I realized I wanted to help people on a much deeper level.


Finally, in college, my “stop giving it away” career trajectory ignited when I met Danetta. She was a seventy-five-year-old African American woman who decided to leave her abusive husband. She’d been married to him for sixty years and had raised three children and many grandchildren before she finally walked away. But first she cleaned the fridge, baked him a casserole, and left him a note to say good-bye.


Working with the staff at a women’s domestic violence agency, I helped find Danetta housing and helped her carve the path to a new life. But before Danetta left the shelter and started that new life, we spent lots of time talking in the kitchen of the shelter house. Late at night, we’d sit up together in the darkened room, drinking coffee. I listened to her stories about her life and about how she “gave it away,” starting when she was a little girl and up until this crucial time in her life. I shared with her what I had learned about self-esteem, the messages that press on us, and how we begin to form ideas of our importance and place in the world.


I knew that being abused (and living with it) was an extreme example of giving it away. But something powerful happened in that kitchen with Danetta during those late-night talks: my awareness shifted.


I began to notice and think about a pattern that starts when we women are very young. I thought back to my childhood and all the messages that society had sent to me and how I had learned and accepted a lot of what had kept Danetta in that “Giveaway” place.


Danetta’s situation helped me to understand that we women often spend too many years giving away the best of ourselves to the wrong relationships, bosses, circumstances, cruelties, even time. The reasons we do so are complex, but there are powerful societal forces that help bring about this pattern.


So, after Danetta, I watched, learned, listened, and paid even more attention to the shaping forces around me. I noticed these same forces affecting all of the women I met and knew. And I finally decided that I would write what I learned. After all, awareness is power. I want to pass along Danetta’s gift to all of the women who were brave enough to accept it—hence this book.


Over time, I have learned that growth and change occur incrementally and that it’s possible to claim our own space, power, and happiness—even at the age of seventy-five. I didn’t know during those late-night talks with Danetta in that kitchen that twenty-four years later I would be dedicating my life to this work, as she would have wanted, but here I am.


Today, my work honors Danetta’s courage to make her life her own. Sometimes I still think about her in the tiny new apartment that we moved her into. It was state-subsidized. When we moved her in, the kitchen came with these cute blue-checkered curtains hanging above her small window. On the day I said good-bye to her and wished her well, it was sunny and bright. I could hear birds singing, and I saw a bird fluttering right outside her kitchen window.


Thanks, Danetta.








CHAPTER 1
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WHAT IS A GIVEAWAY GIRL?
WHAT IS GIVING IT AWAY?


“Most of the shadows of this life are caused by standing in one’s own sunshine.”


—RALPH WALDO EMERSON


I know it when I see it. And I see it too often as a therapist and friend—a whole world out there full of Giveaway Girls …


Like Allison, a seventeen-year-old girl who won a full scholarship to NYU by studying hard and earning straight A’s but abandoned her dream of going to college when she got pregnant.


Or Carla, who changed from an “I HAVE to go out with my homies on Friday night—BFF’s are so important to me” girl into an “I’m busy with my boyfriend” chick who can’t find time for her besties anymore. Her new boyfriend, John, takes up all her time and energy. She has disappeared from her girlfriends.


Or Drew, a secretary who, when her boss called her at eight o’clock one night and asked for a report she needed, took two buses in the middle of a snowstorm to get it to her—even though she didn’t get paid overtime. In fact, her boss treats her like crap and she keeps trying and trying to get it right.


These examples may sound extreme, but the truth is, most of us have done some variation of what Allison, Carla, and Drew did. Millions of smart, together women unwittingly participate in their own self-destruction every day by engaging in this sort of behavior.


As a Chicago-based psychotherapist and social worker, I have dealt with a wide variety of mental health issues and life challenges. I’ve worked with battered women and sexual assault victims, have worked in psychiatric hospitals and in outpatient settings. I have also provided mental health counseling and substance abuse treatment to people within corporate settings and have offered workshops, training seminars, and crisis management services to a variety of for-profit and nonprofit institutions. For the past ten years, I have provided psychotherapy and counseling to individuals and couples in my private practice.


Through my work, I’ve learned that many of the anxieties and complexities within people’s lives relate to their making decisions based on a codependent way of thinking I call detrimental caretaking (DC for short). This behavior leads people to feel anxious, depressed, and unhappy—both about themselves and about their relationships—and to experience job difficulties and an endless list of dissatisfactions. And this dynamic doesn’t limit itself to the clinical setting.


For years I’ve been watching and paying attention to my life and the lives of those around me, and I have to say, I don’t like what I see—DC in myriad forms. I see a world of women “giving it away” and a world in which women are coerced and cajoled into living in a destructive, harmful way. I see a world in which, little by little, women surrender their power and fundamental emotional rights as human beings. If you sometimes feel as if you are drowning in the needs of others, there’s a good reason for it: you probably are.


Too many of us are Giveaway Girls. It’s time we did something about it. Let’s get started.





WHAT IS A GIVEAWAY GIRL?





A Giveaway Girl is a woman who betrays who she really is or what she really wants in life for the sake of someone or something else. She’s someone who doesn’t take good care of herself in relationships or her career—or in other parts of her life. A Giveaway Girl doesn’t set good boundaries. She might even be the first to stick her neck out for someone else. She is that kind of person.


Giveaway Girls are usually great, caring, compassionate women—kind, nice, loving people—who unknowingly sacrifice important parts of themselves, usually for the benefit of others and to their own detriment. Sometimes a Giveaway Girl’s “give-away” behavior is glaringly obvious. Sometimes it is less so. Regardless, by giving it away, Giveaway Girls cause a lot of damage to themselves and to those connected to them.


Knowing why we give it away is pivotal to disengaging with this behavior. We can’t shake the power social constructs have over us until we know they’re influencing us.


To understand the Giveaway Girl world, picture a wide, open field that you are required to walk through. You can’t run through it freely, stopping to pick the wildflowers—you are stuck on a path, bound in by thorny bushes and thick vegetation on either side. The catch is, you don’t even see the branches hemming you in; you can only feel them—and therefore, you will quite naturally stay right where you are supposed to. You can’t see that this path is only one among other options that this open field has for you, because you don’t realize that invisible forces are restricting you.


In life, women often follow a path like this one. It leads only to trouble, but so many other women are walking on it, we don’t always realize that there’s a big problem with the direction in which it leads us. That is part of the power of the social constructs with which so many of us cooperate.


It’s not easy to stop participating in this system. After all, there are a lot of thorny bushes out there. To clear your own path, you need tools and a plan. This book will provide the tools; once you have them, it will be up to you to develop a plan that meets your needs and wants. You can do this. Believe me.





CAN A MAN BE A GIVEAWAY GUY?





Absolutely. In fact, as you look at the Detrimental Caretaking Lifeline ahead, it is important to note that it isn’t always women who are detrimental caretakers. Some men out there are caring, compassionate, loyal, and awesome Giveaway Guys, who unknowingly behave codependently. They struggle too.


For example, some Giveaway Guys form relationships with women who don’t consider their needs, or they connect with women who are dominating or unhealthy. These men may overfunction (usually through working too much). They don’t set healthy boundaries or take good care of themselves.


Moreover, our ever-evolving society sends males conflicting messages about what it takes to be a good man in our society. It is difficult to be a woman in a man’s world, but it isn’t much easier to be a man in a man’s world either.


I am fascinated with how our environment and societal expectations influence our decisions and behaviors. I believe that both men and women struggle with these codependent dynamics and that both genders, of course, deserve to get support and insight. However, we are socialized differently. Maybe the next book will be for the guys …





ARE YOU A GIVEAWAY GIRL?





Yes, you probably are, but it’s not your fault. If you’re a woman, you have been conditioned since birth to sacrifice your own needs for the benefit of others. This tendency is probably so much a part of who you believe yourself to be that you don’t recognize when you are doing it and don’t understand how bad it is for you. Because of this conditioning, it is virtually impossible not to be “giving it away” in some area of your life—often without even realizing it’s happening.


Women—quite naturally, and most times without even noticing it—frequently give up their wants, desires, energy, power, ideas, time, and dreams, mistaking doing so for being caring and compassionate. This process of giving it away is often subtle but very damaging nonetheless. Such behavior is always to your detriment.





IS EVERY WOMAN A GIVEAWAY GIRL?





Most women are. However, there are some exceptions. Women out there who aren’t Giveaway Girls tend to fall into one of two categories: either they’re healthy, balanced women who are conscious and aware of the tendency to give it away and have done a ton of work on themselves to combat it, or they’re incredibly selfish and narcissistic.
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Narcissistic women are the extreme opposite of Giveaway Girls. They’re completely self-focused. They lack empathy for the needs of others. Thinking about others’ needs and putting those first is very difficult for a narcissist. It’s worth noting that narcissism is rarer in women than in men because women are usually socialized to think about others and steer clear of such selfish behavior.[1] Most Giveaway Girls fear becoming or being perceived as selfish and uncaring. Unlike the narcissist, the Giveaway Girl is more of a pleaser and thinks more about others than about herself.


The good news is that no matter how hard a Giveaway Girl tries, she will never become like the narcissist. Balance can be taught to a Giveaway Girl. Most narcissists, however, are disinterested in reversing their self-interested behavior.


Now, let’s look at the second category of women. This category is underrepresented (right now, anyway). Women in this category live and work in a healthy, balanced world. I call them Got It Girls. They are conscious and aware of the Giveaway Girl dynamic.


Got It Girls are absolutely aware of the social constructs and pressures that try to shape their behavior in detrimental ways. However, they have done significant psychological work on their issues, and they strive every day to create balance for themselves. A Got It Girl makes conscious choices to be connected to her soul and her life, knows what she wants, and knows how to get it while still maintaining the relationships she cares about. She is able to healthfully detach when others strain against her boundaries and needs. She does self-sacrifice, but she does so with awareness and for the right reasons.


Most of us are still in the beginning phases of understanding how all our tendencies affect our day-to-day lives. So if you’re a Giveaway Girl, don’t waste time feeling bad or sorry about it—it’s not your fault. A big part of what you are engaging in has been produced by the power of the social constructs that have been at work in the world for years and years (and years). It has been your legacy.


The idea here isn’t to judge yourself; it’s to cultivate a healthy, balanced life of your own. So before you go mentally identifying the women you know and putting them into the “healthy and balanced” Got It Girl category, keep in mind that you’re probably being too quick to cast some girls into the “she’s got it together” role. It is easy to see another woman and think she has her sh*t together, when in fact you are seeing only what she is presenting to the world. Chances are, she’s giving it away somewhere.


People’s lives always look different from the outside than they do on the inside—and, sadly, more women are giving it away than you might think.






CHECKLIST:
HOW TO SPOT THE GIVEAWAY GIRL IN YOU






If you think you might be a Giveaway Girl but are not sure, below are fifty questions to ask yourself. Circle the number next to any of the following that applies to you:


1.   Are you a people pleaser?


2.   Are you not a people pleaser in general, but you tend to be like that in intimate relationships (i.e., you don’t want to rock the boat, make people uncomfortable, etc.)?


3.   Do you tend to put others’ needs before your own?


4.   In general, do you treat people well and expect you will receive the same kindness and consideration from others in return?


5.   Do you give other people the benefit of the doubt?


6.   Does giving people the benefit of the doubt ever backfire on you?


7.   Do you doubt yourself easily?


8.   Can others easily make you question your own judgment?


9.   Do you ever feel as if you have been “overemotional” or “selfish” when you finally get around to setting some limits?


10. Do you feel guilty when you try to set limits or boundaries that other people don’t like?


11. Do you ever feel guilty when you indulge yourself in some way, especially if people are put out by it?


12. Do you feel guilty or bad when someone is mad or doesn’t like what you have to say?


13. Do you keep your real opinions to yourself most of the time?


14. Do you avoid setting limits with certain people and tend to avoid conflict?


15. Do you have difficulty saying no, especially if you might come off as being mean or if there is any conflict that will arise from it?


16. Do you think that prioritizing your needs and wants, if doing so hurts the feelings of others, is selfish and unacceptable?


17. Do you frequently feel overwhelmed?


18. Do you have the “hurry sickness,” or feel as if you have so much to do?


19. Do you have difficulty delegating to coworkers or family members?


20. Are you a procrastinator?


21. Do you ever feel used or taken advantage of in work, family, or relationships?


22. Do you ever feel as if the effort you put into relationships is unappreciated or unreciprocated?


23. Do you have the tendency to do too much or tire yourself out?


24. Do you find yourself doing more than just your share at work or at home?


25. Do you feel resentful about other people’s lives?


26. Are you ever scapegoated in family, job, or work situations? (To be scapegoated means to be blamed unfairly.)


27. Do you suffer from depression or anxiety?


28. Do you ever feel victimized?


29. Do you feel as if you give more in your intimate relationships than you receive?


30. Do you frequently find yourself responsible for responsibilities, tasks, and other people?


31. Do you tend to feel overly responsible for other people’s feelings?


32. Did you grow up in a family with addiction issues?


33. Are you susceptible to being manipulated by others?


34. Do you tend to obsess about slights that other people commit or that you perceive to have been committed against you?


35. Are you self-conscious about being liked, or do you feel a need to “fit in”?


36. Do you tend to be overly passive about asking for your needs to be met in relationships?


37. If someone disagrees with you, is it easy for you to think you might be wrong?


38. Do you feel anxiety when others are mad at you?


39. Do you sometimes not know what you are feeling?


40. Can you swing from being overly passive to overly aggressive?


41. Do you tend not to be direct, clear, and up front about your needs, wants, and desires?


42. Do you sometimes not know when your boundaries are being violated or not know when you are in need of something?


43. Do you have a tendency to feel very hurt or resentful if your unspoken needs, wants, or desires are not fulfilled?


44. Do you feel good about self-sacrificing and giving to those you care about but feel very hurt and frustrated when the same respect isn’t given to you?


45. Do you have a tendency to self-sabotage? (In other words, do you end up blocking yourself somehow from reaching your goals?)


46. Do you ever try to overmanage aspects of your relationships?


47. Do you have a tendency to manage, fix, force solutions to, or overcontrol many aspects of your life?


48. Do people tend to lean on you or ask for your help a lot?


49. Do you often feel sorry for other people?


50. Do you have a great capacity for empathy with others but sometimes have difficulty empathizing well with yourself?


If you answered yes to at least five of these questions, you could be a Giveaway Girl—or maybe you know someone who qualifies. If so, you’ve come to the right book!





WHAT IS THE “IT” IN “GIVING IT AWAY”?





“It” is different for everyone. As I mentioned before, “it” could mean your time, your energy, your power, your dreams, or your desires. “It” could mean the freedom to do things you enjoy, honoring and exploring your true talents, or feeling comfortable being uniquely you. Sometimes “it” means your voice or your self-respect. Sometimes “it” refers to sex (that’s what you thought of first, right?), but really, sex falls into giving-it-away territory only when you lose your self-esteem or self-respect in the process.





REAL-LIFE GIVEAWAY GIRLS






Giving it away is a little bit different for every woman. After all, we humans are so complex. As a therapist, and in my personal life, I’ve seen countless women “give it away.”


Allison, whom I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, was seventeen years old when she dropped out of high school. She had earned a full scholarship to NYU, but when she got pregnant, she gave up on school and got a job. After living as an uneducated, working, single mother for a few years, she tried again to get a college degree. Another guy came around (who treated her poorly), and she dropped everything to be with him for a while. It turned out he was an alcoholic.


How about Brook? She was twenty years old when her boyfriend talked her into getting new breasts because hers were “too tiny.” Before dating him, she didn’t think there was anything wrong with her breast size—and she later regretted having gotten the surgery.


Then there’s Yvonne, a working mom who felt overwhelmed by everything she had to do to manage both her career and her children’s lives. Her husband played golf all the time and did nothing to help around the house—and she didn’t ask him to, even though she desperately needed the help.


Nastia, a Russian woman who immigrated to the United States in 1990, proudly showed me a picture of her twenty-year-old son the first time we met. She used to commute three hours a day just to drive him to nearby towns for his dance lessons, often sleeping in the backseat of her Chevy in freezing temperatures while waiting for him to finish. She and her husband both worked two jobs each just to support his dancing. “His dancing is my life,” she told me. Six weeks later, I asked how her son’s dancing was going. “He quit,” she said. “He found a girlfriend and quit. I don’t want to talk about it.”


Mothers who focus so much on and give up so much for their children are Giveaway Girls, and there are a lot of them out there, too.


I’ve seen this compulsion to give it away in many great women—women with smarts and all the potential to have great lives. Part of this occurs because it’s how they were taught to be. That’s what makes it so hard to shake loose from this dynamic.


I have a copious amount of Giveaway Girl examples, and I will share many of them in this book. I challenge you to open your eyes a little and see how this dynamic might be playing out for you; you may even recognize parts of yourself in some of the women I describe. We will work through this together, and I am certain you will come out on the other side better armed and better able to manage your tendency to give it away. You can do it. You are much stronger and much more capable than you might think.





WHY IS GIVING IT AWAY BAD FOR YOU?





As I wrote this book, most of the people I told about it gave me overwhelmingly positive responses. However, some women—especially women who felt that, from a religious and/or spiritual perspective, sacrifice is part of living life well—challenged my Giveaway Girl theory.


“Aren’t you promoting selfishness?” they asked me. This is a valid question—but the short answer is no, certainly not. Selfish people are just that. Giveaway Girls, in contrast, care wholeheartedly about others—so much so that they live too much for other people and neglect themselves needlessly. This imbalance inevitably leads to their hurting themselves and the people they care about.


Giving to others is not a problem in and of itself. The joy we receive from healthy giving can, in fact, provide deep and lasting happiness and peace. As a clinical social worker, I have dedicated my own life and work to helping others. In the process, however, I have discovered that caring and doing for others is not enough on its own; we also have to care and do for ourselves. When we don’t, we limit our happiness and health and we compromise our ability to give to others.


Women who give it away may suffer from depression, anxiety, or unfulfilling relationships. They lose ground at work and are deeply affected in all kinds of negative ways. They suffer in their self-esteem and their self-value. In addition, when we don’t satisfy our own selves in basic ways, that self-neglect inevitably leads to resentment and anger. Eventually, it hurts the people around us and the institutions we work in. We will talk more about the negative consequences of giving it away as the book progresses. Think about it a little like this:


Remember the airline instructions that direct us to put on our own air mask before trying to help our seatmate? It’s the same idea here. You cannot tap into your deepest power until you have done for yourself first. My goal is not to teach women selfishness but to help them find a way to balance work and life, to get their needs met, and to enjoy freedom and healthier relationships.






THE CODEPENDENCY CONNECTION






I see women around me all the time who are tired, overwhelmed, depressed, and anxious—women who get more satisfaction from the bottom of their wineglass than they do from their daily lives. Much of this dissatisfaction and frustration comes from giving it away, which is closely tied to codependency. To truly understand what giving it away means, you first have to understand codependent behavior—what it means, and how it applies to you and your life.


The term “codependency” used to describe people who were related to drug or alcohol addiction systems, either through being in a partnership with an addict or through having been raised in a family within the alcoholic system.


Since its genesis, codependency has evolved from this early characterization to now include a grouping of unhealthy behaviors that result from dysfunctional family systems. Interestingly, many of these dysfunctional and maladaptive behaviors are encouraged and perpetuated in our society as a prescribed role for women.





CODEPENDENCY LANDSCAPE






Putting others’ needs first and sacrificing for the good of others has always been expected of girls—much more so than it is of boys. Women’s roles have traditionally been to support and sustain the lives of others. It’s really only been in the past fifty years that women have begun to step away from having “supportive wife and mother” be their sole occupation.


Women have also traditionally had to be financially dependent on men, which in itself quite naturally breeds a sense of dependence and discourages self-reliance, and in turn encourages tolerating the intolerable as a survival mechanism. In addition, our naiveté about this fact holds up the social construct, keeping us on a confining path and pushing us to engage in harmful, codependent behaviors.





CODEPENDENT BEHAVIORS






There are numerous symptoms of codependency. Here are some of the most prevalent codependent behaviors:
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We will explore how our culture participates in this dynamic in Chapter 6, but for now let’s explore these dysfunctional behaviors and see how they relate to women.


POOR SELF-CARE



People who are codependent tend to put others’ needs first. When I refer to self-care, I’m not talking about taking time to do your nails. I mean having a healthy diet; exercising; nurturing yourself emotionally through positive, empowering thoughts; making healthy connections; getting support; and being kind and compassionate with yourself. If you’re thinking, Like I have time to read a book about how to treat myself better! you’re probably someone who could use a little more self-care.


Women have been taught that caring for others is more important than caring for themselves.


PICKING UNEQUAL PARTNERS



How many times have you met a woman who looks so much like she has it together—and then you meet her boyfriend/partner and he’s a total jerk? How many great moms do you know whose partners don’t participate equally as parents?


Awesome women have been picking not-so-awesome partners for a long time. Sometimes it is a reflection of low self-esteem, poor boundaries, or a lack of self-respect. Sometimes these women simply aren’t demanding to be treated equally and setting healthy boundaries in the relationship. Whatever the reasons, when a woman passively tolerates an unequal partnership, it’s a codependency red flag.


BEING TOO DEPENDENT



Unhealthy dependency on others definitely falls into the codependency category. What I specifically mean by “being too dependent” is surrounding yourself with people who aren’t so good for you, or putting too much of your personal power into other people’s hands.


Anytime you rely too much on other people’s opinions of you or buy into the idea that you are more powerless than you are, you’re being too dependent. Women can fall out of touch with their power too easily—especially because our society encourages them to do so. Research consistently shows women being viewed as less capable than men. We already know they make less money job for job. These messages send clear signals of being less than. It makes perfect sense for some of this to leak into our own subconscious.


Women are more susceptible to being overly dependent on others. This landscape (and I haven’t even brought up the violence issue yet) would naturally result in the inclination to lean more on the people (or power) around them than to use their own strength.


We therapists refer to this natural, adaptive behavior as learned helplessness, in case you are curious.


NOT SETTING GOOD BOUNDARIES



Boundaries are limits we place on things, ourselves, and with others to help define who we are and what we want in life.


Boundaries are useful little accessories and we talk about them extensively in Chapter 8. Without them, one is a bit naked and vulnerable in the world. Unfortunately, most Giveaway Girls are bad at setting boundaries. I repeat: most Giveaway Girls are B-A-D at setting boundaries.


The reason for this is simple: good boundaries require setting limits, and setting limits can sometimes stir up conflict and hard feelings in others. Boundary setting and maintaining healthy boundaries can even seem painful at times. Most Giveaway Girls are conflict avoiders—or they are the opposite extreme, and they become in-your-face fighters when confronted. Neither one of these extremes is helpful. Setting and maintaining healthy boundaries are skills you need to live life well.


The trouble is, women are taught early on to cooperate and please at the expense of themselves, and this allows poor boundaries to pervade.



PEOPLE-PLEASING



Inherent in the term “people-pleasing” is the reason why it is detrimental to one’s mental health. To want to please others is to try to meet their needs first. This involves being pleasant, going along with their line of thinking, and doing things not to rock the boat, usually so the pleaser will be positively regarded or awarded some sort of approval. It works—if you are doing, being, and saying what another person wants, they’ll most likely be pleased. But at what cost to you?


Women are more likely to be people pleasers than men because they are taught from birth to be pleasant, pleasing, and less aggressive than their male counterparts. They must be more feminine. Young girls are given beautiful, passive women like Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, and Ella Enchanted as role models. Boys, meanwhile, are given daring, adventurous characters like Jack (of “Jack and the Beanstalk”) to look up to. Some of this is changing. At the time of this book’s publication, there have been more powerful female hero figures represented in children’s movies like Frozen and Brave.


Despite some progress on the Disney front, our society still has rigid and negative responses for women who don’t engage in the behavior set forth for them (responses as simple but as devastating as using the dreaded “b-word”—“bitch”—to describe them, for example). People-pleasing is a surefire way to give yourself anxiety, self-esteem difficulties, and depression. How could it not?


To people-please is to subvert who you are.


LOW SELF-ESTEEM



In many ways, women’s prescribed roles include a lot of automatic behaviors that indicate low levels of self-esteem. For example, just listen to the “I’m sorrys” you hear from women when they slip by you at Starbucks or on the street.


We women are the first to apologize for everything. Another example of these low-self-esteem behaviors might be our propensity to demur or devalue ourselves when we are complimented (“Oh, this old thing?”). In response to a job compliment, a lot of women might say something like, “Well, it wasn’t a big deal.” There are many complicated reasons why this happens socially, and I am not saying it is all bad. What I am saying is that there is a lot of behaving as if we have low self-esteem, and we’re not consciously aware of it.


What about how women feel about themselves? Sure, that gorgeous woman in high heels walking down Madison Avenue looks like she’s on top of the world. But how does she feel about herself when she’s trying on bathing suits and looking at herself in a dressing-room mirror? How about when her boss, friend, or husband questions her decision making?


As a therapist, I’ve treated countless women who seemed at first to have positive self-esteem but then, on closer inspection, revealed that they often felt like failures or at least felt less than they projected to the outside world. In addition, it is extremely difficult to have completely positive self-esteem in a society that is set up to devalue you just for being female.


Lower self-worth established itself from early on in your life, even if you don’t realize it.


BEING TOO PASSIVE OR TOO AGGRESSIVE



Being too passive or too aggressive in certain situations is a codependent characteristic—and it’s a problem that many women have.


Many wonderful women are way too passive when it comes to tolerating not-okay behaviors from others. You probably know a few women around you who appear confident but allow their husbands to talk to them disrespectfully. They roll their eyes or hop to it to get their partners what they want, even if it isn’t really okay.


Consider female leaders. In corporate America, they are consistently reviewed as either too passive (and therefore incompetent) or too aggressive (and therefore unlikable). This dilemma is called the “double bind”—an accurate name![2] Ultimately, falling too far on either end of the spectrum is going to be detrimental to your efforts. Being too passive in your relationships, or about owning your strength at work, or about asserting any of your needs, is not going to get you what you want, but taking a “guns blazing” approach isn’t going to do it, either.


Giveaway Girls have to find a way to fall somewhere in the good middle: neither passive nor aggressive.


UNEARNED GUILT



Giveaway Girls often—and I do mean often!—feel guilty about things they shouldn’t feel guilty about. These feelings are closely tied to shame, a devastating human emotion. For the purposes of this book, we are going to label this shame as unearned guilt.


Unearned guilt can rear its head when a Giveaway Girl tries to set a boundary by asking her partner to spend more time with her and less time with his or her friends—and then worries that she’s being too needy or demanding. It can also surface when a mom has to deny her kid something he or she wants and feels bad about it, or when a professional leaves the office on time (rather than staying late) to get to a doctor’s appointment, and a colleague makes a snide comment about her work ethic.


Mothers in particular often talk about guilt being the status quo in their lives. One friend of mine refers to this as “mom disease” and says every mom has it: we feel guilty when we don’t take care of everyone else, and we feel guilty when we don’t take care of ourselves—and then we feel guilty when we do.


Guilt is a vicious cycle and an undeniably codependent characteristic.


DENIAL



Have you learned to stuff down your feelings? Are you conditioned to push back your frustration, your disappointment, and your needs—so much so that it’s essentially become a reflex for you, something you do without thinking? This is denial—yet another credit card in the Giveaway Girl’s purse of codependency.


Giveaway Girls are often in denial about many things: how they are feeling, how they are living their lives, what’s really going wrong in their intimate partnerships … even their own strengths. They put others’ needs in front of their needs so frequently that they don’t even notice they’re doing it—and if someone tries to tell them they’re giving it away, they deceive themselves into believing that it isn’t true or doesn’t apply to their situation.


Many women are in major denial about the impact that our cultural attitudes have on us. It’s easy to overlook the ways in which our behaviors are consequences of the world we live in. It can also be hard to give up the self-defense that denial provides. In order for us to achieve a healthy balance in life, we have to drop the denial and meet our challenges head-on.






TRAUMA AND CODEPENDENCY IN WOMEN






Almost all women have been traumatized in some way in their lifetime. One in three women has experienced sexual assault, physical violence, or stalking by an intimate partner during her lifetime, according to the Centers for Disease Control.[3] And sexual assault and domestic violence are not the only ways in which people can be traumatized.


If you have been traumatized, you are much more likely to develop symptoms of codependency. This makes sense, doesn’t it? Think about it. Many women have been attacked in some way just for being female—an experience that leads to an “I’d better conform and get along so I can stay safe” mentality. Certainly, this is not how all women respond. However, the power differential that is always present has to lay a foundation for some of this coping style. This kind of mentality plants the seeds for all the codependent behaviors we’ve discussed in this chapter.


The garden that our society cultivates is a vine-filled one that hems you in, holds you back, and can eventually become strangling. It leads to nothing good. Let’s cultivate a new garden.





CODEPENDENCY AND PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT






I think it’s important to mention here that I am not asserting that codependency or codependent behavior is caused solely by our society. Difficulty individuating and connecting with our authentic selves has multiple causes. Growing up or connecting with addictions, having attachment traumas, or not getting our normal developmental needs met as children, for example, goes a long way toward putting someone behind the emotional-development ideal.
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