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Praise for Brave Boundaries





“Setting boundaries is a core skill of every successful leader. Every leader who wants to level up should read Brave Boundaries!”


—Cy Wakeman, New York Times bestselling author of Life’s Messy, Live Happy


“Once again, Dr. Sasha Shillcutt finds the timeliest moment to bless us with her wisdom and inspire us to take control of our lives and happiness unapologetically and with courage.”


—Dr. Sheila Nazarian, plastic surgeon, mom, entrepreneur, and Emmy-nominated Netflix star


“Dr. Sasha Shillcutt is a leading physician, clinical scientist, educator, author, speaker, phenomenal business woman, loving mother, and wife. She has the unique gift of giving you the permission you did not realize you needed to show up as your authentic self. In this book, she tells us how to break out of the bondage of societal expectations and set new brave boundaries to say no to commitments that steal our time and energy. This book is the unfiltered advice I needed to reclaim my time.”


—Dr. Tiffany Love, PhD, APRN, FACHE, GNP, ANP-BC, CHC


“Dr. Sasha Shillcutt has written a brilliant how-to guide for the modern woman on how to say no without guilt. A must-have for any working woman!”


—Dr. Nneka Unachukwu, founder of the EntreMD Business School and host of the EntreMD podcast


“Brave Boundaries is a must-read for every woman! Sasha opens our eyes to where we need more boundaries and gives practical tools for creating a happier and healthier future.”


—Alli Worthington, author and business coach


“Boundaries are critical for our mental health. Dr. Sasha Shillcutt takes the concept of boundaries and skillfully applies them to everyday life with liberating results. Brave Boundaries is a must-read for any leader striving for sustainable growth!”


—Dr. Howard Y. Liu, professor and chair, Department of Psychiatry, University of Nebraska Medical Center
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To my fellow women physicians who, despite being underpaid, passed over for promotions, and excluded in places they belong, continue to show up day after day, saving lives and caring for “the least of these.” May this book be a reminder that our worth is not defined by the limits or the value society has placed on us, and may you find the courage to set brave boundaries to live empowered.











Be who you are and say what you feel, because those who mind don’t matter, and those who matter don’t mind.i


—Bernard M. Baruch
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PREFACE


In 2013, I decided to pivot. I didn’t decide to wake up out of some deep enlightenment on a beach or after hearing some phenomenal TED talk. I decided, out of necessity, to radically change how I approached my everyday life. I sat on the floor of my closet contemplating the reality that the life I was living was not the life I had envisioned for myself. I was burned out, emotionally depleted, physically exhausted, and empty. On paper, I was a successful up-and-coming cardiac anesthesiologist with four children under the age of seven. I looked good. On the inside, I was struggling to prove myself in the academic male-dominated world of medicine, crying myself to sleep each night when I would dare think of how bad I felt inside.


I was failing.


Over the course of a year, I made radical changes. I stepped into my power by owning the person God created me to be, by stepping out of everyone’s expectations of me. I began by spending thirty minutes a day with myself. I started to prioritize my own well-being, my own wants and needs, saying “No” to the things others asked of me. I started peeling back the expectations of others by being okay with being unliked. I accepted being uncomfortable, as I moved from chronic people-pleaser to living life on my own terms. I centered my well-being. I prioritized my family over work. I became comfortable with the backlash that came with disappointing others who were used to me saying yes to everything and accepting unpaid work because I was a woman who should feel grateful that I was even considered for the task.


I set radical, lifesaving boundaries.


What came out of that year was more than me stepping into my power. I formed a sense of awareness about my own abilities and voice that I had never fully grasped prior. I felt courageous enough to start a community of women. What began with thirty women physicians, grew to nearly thirteen thousand, through my company, Brave Enough.


Over the past six years, I have learned through coaching and leading a community of thousands of high-achieving, educated women that the single most powerful weapon we possess to fight against overwhelm, exhaustion, and burnout is not what you think. It is not holding a specific degree, achieving a high-paying promotion, or bringing home a massive paycheck. It is not found in marrying the perfect mate or fitting into your college jeans. The key to living an empowered life is the ability to create and enforce radical, lifesaving boundaries—boundaries no one is teaching us, as women, to set.


Until now.


I have walked the typical, well-worn road professional women are told to run on the road to promotion. The way of people-pleasing, taking on extra and unpaid work, and doing the majority of domestic care and duties, all in the name of being a good mother, citizen, and team player. I have walked the path of career advancement that equates to operating at 150 percent capacity of your male peers, while making less pay, with promises to advance in due time. I have opened door after door required to make other people happy, both at work and at home, and lived the common experience of being told to be grateful for every opportunity given, even if that means being paid less or promoted more slowly.


I have grown wiser. I am no longer on that path.


I am qualified to write Brave Boundaries, because I have taught women at the highest level of leadership how to throw off the expectations of others and crush the patriarchal belief that we must be grateful for any crumb thrown our way for our talents and time. I wrote this book because I have coached hundreds of women on how to move from survival to thriving, all by embracing one key truth: Only you can set boundaries in your personal and professional life. No one is coming to clean up your life. No one is going to show up and suddenly remove tasks from your calendar and delete work you agreed to do for free from your to-do list. No one is going to give you permission to set boundaries. No one is coming.


Here’s the good news: you do not need someone else to rescue you. You do not need a fairy godmother. You just need the knowledge, a little hutzpah, and a community. You will find all of those things here, in Brave Boundaries.


Stop looking over your shoulder, start looking forward.


Let’s get to work.










INTRODUCTION


No matter how educated women are or how far they have climbed up the ladder, women are taught one thing over and over at every stage of their lives: when someone asks you for help, you say “Yes.” Women are supposed to agree to take on whatever is asked of them, regardless of how busy they are or how much they have on their plate. No matter how much a woman deeply desires to say no, the societal expectation is that she say yes, because women are helpers.


We, as women, are taught to fix problems, always show up, and not let people down. We are instructed to never say no to tasks or duties asked of us, even when we are drowning in work and barely hanging on by a thread. When someone needs us, the expectation is that we will figure out how to make space for them.


When we become radically brave enough to say no, or we are so completely overwhelmed we can’t take on another thing, we face backlash. It is uncomfortable and shocking. We dislike it. So, we often become avoiders. To avoid saying no, we hide. We conceal our talents or ideas, because we are too afraid someone will take advantage of them. We don’t position ourselves in places of leadership, because we fear we will be taken advantage of and constantly be in service to others. When we do finally make it to a position of power and are in the spotlight, we find ourselves overperforming and overstretching ourselves to keep up the reputation of being a fiercely hardworking servant leader.


Our inability to say no, our avoidance, and our hiding often leads us to feelings of immense failure, inauthenticity, and burnout. Instead of recognizing our own power and control over our choices, we start to blame and shame ourselves. What is wrong with me? Why do I not have the motivation to do more? Why do I not have the energy to take on more, to show up more? These are the questions we ask ourselves. We label our ourselves as weak, saddle ourselves with guilt, and start the hopeless cycle of self-criticism.


I am going to tell you something radical: Women do not need more motivation. We do not need fixing. We do not need more energy, a new and improved protein shake, or a new life coach. We do not need a special calendar app on our phone, a new nanny, or more Botox.


We need boundaries: radical, lifesaving, abundantly clear boundaries. We need lines drawn around our priorities—fences that protect our physical health, our mental well-being, and provide opportunities for joy and growth. We need boundaries that say No to others and say Yes to ourselves. We need to set boundaries not only with our family and work colleagues but also with that one family member who calls and asks for advice at the most inopportune times. Mostly, we need boundaries for our ourselves.


We need clear, beautiful barriers around our time, our accessibility, our gifts, and our talents. We need to be able to say No, thank you, I won’t do that for free. We need to stop lying and making excuses for why we can’t show up for others and embrace the real truth and courageously share, No, I cannot do that, because I am showing up for me. We need to reset societal expectations of what a “kind” woman does, what a “hardworking” woman will and will not do, and what everyone expects us to be.


We need to take back the power of what we will do and where we will do it. We need to place ourselves in the driver’s seat of our own time and be in control of our own work capacity. We are enough as we are. Radical, life-giving boundaries help us move from doormats and avoiders to empowered women. When we have strong boundaries, we make our own schedules, define our salaries, and create space for our own creativity, passion, and health.


As educated and empowered as we may be, society does not teach women to set boundaries. We may learn how to lead major companies, save lives, and teach armies of little people, but there’s no class on how to become a boss lady who prioritizes her well-being by setting boundaries. I’ve taught thousands of women who own successful companies, lead academic departments, and have phenomenal skills in law, education, and technology, who find themselves completely empty, burned out, and miserable in their success. Over the last six years, I’ve coached everyone from Ivy League educated women to stay-at-home moms, and what I’ve learned is that, unless you understand how to set and enforce your personal boundaries, you will not find personal happiness.


Brave Boundaries is going to teach you how to identify breeches in your life boundaries and areas that need serious fences and take you through a personal boundary inventory. You’ll learn how to change the way you approach your time management, get comfortable with the uncomfortable, and embrace saying No to others and Yes to yourself. You’ll know how to respond to boundary backlash, recognize gender bias, and find peace in knowing it is okay to choose the healthiest you.


At the end of Brave Boundaries, you will be ready—ready for critical conversations with those who matter most to you. You’ll be ready to take on that long-desired dream you’ve put on the back burner for years, waiting until there was enough time, because you will finally have more time for yourself. You will walk through life with a different mindset, and instead of avoiding people or responsibilities because you are so tired, you will see invitations to participate in things as compliments, not death sentences. You will realize that you are in control of what and who you allow into your life. You will be able to clearly determine what you should say yes to and what you should say no to, and you will gain peace.


I will show you how to set Brave Boundaries as I have done for thousands of women in my coaching classes and conferences. You will learn that boundaries are kind, not restrictive, and that being a person with boundaries is the most empowering and peaceful way to live.


Are you ready?










CHAPTER 1 SO VERY SMART, YET SO VERY TIRED WHY DIDN’T I LEARN HOW TO SET BOUNDARIES?





Every woman that finally figured out her worth, has picked up her suitcases of pride and boarded a flight to freedom, which landed in the valley of change.ii


—Shannon L. Alder, author





Walking to my boss’s office, I find myself on the phone speaking in hushed tones to my son. “Calm down,” I say in stern but barely audible tones. My phone vibrates. I pull it away from my ear and see my husband is calling on the other line. “I have to go,” I tell my son. “Your father is trying to call me, and I have three minutes until I am due in my boss’s office. I will discuss this with you when I am home.”


I click the line over to my husband. In thirty seconds, he tells me about my son’s angst. My son wants to drop a class, and he needs a decision pronto as the deadline is approaching. My husband, Lance, is busy at work and wants me to make the call. I deep breathe as I see I am approaching the door to my boss’s office. “I CANNOT deal with this right now,” I say in an exasperated voice. I hang up. I deep breathe. I steel my shoulders back and walk in.


“How are you?” I ask with a smile. Game face is on. I am present. I am here. I am prepared. Or am I?


As I sit down in my boss’s office and begin to transition my thoughts to work, I am angry. I should not have answered the phone right before the meeting with my boss. Or maybe I should have? Perhaps I should have asked my boss to excuse me for five minutes and delayed the meeting. I could have called the school and taken care of my son’s issue. Then, I could have texted my son, texted his father, and closed the loop. Now I am going to be thinking about this the entire time during the meeting.


Either way, I am disappointing someone I care about: my son or my boss. Why does it feel like, no matter how hard I try, I am constantly disappointing people? Then another thought invades my brain space: why does this problem fall on me right now? I understand why this is my problem, but why now? Why do I think I am the only one who can fix it? Why do I think I should be able to be both super parent and department leader at the same time? Would I ever expect this of one of my male colleagues? Would I have expected this of my female colleagues? If so, why?


HIDE YOUR CHEATING


The truth is this: we as women are expected to say Yes—Yes, every day, to every ask, to every need, to every responsibility. We are expected to show up, game face on, with immense love and capacity to help, fix, counsel, and please. It’s like we are supposed to be part Marine, part Mary Poppins, and part Florence Nightingale. When someone needs us, day in or day out, we are to answer the call. We are to be there with a helping hand, a warm smile, and the knowledge of Yoda for whoever needs us, whether at work or home. And whatever we do, we are not to let one of our boyfriends know we are cheating on him; everyone has to be made to feel special. Our family, aka Boyfriend 1, otherwise known as Pete Personal, cannot possibly know that we are, in fact, seriously dating Boyfriend 2, aka William Work. And whatever you do, do NOT mention Pete Personal in front of William Work. This is a BIG no-no. I mean, even though everyone knows you are dating them both, you are pretty sure that if William Work acknowledged Pete Personal there would be cause for a massive blowup. So, we learn to navigate the art of dating them separately because, as women, it’s taboo to talk about one in the presence of the other without backlash.


As women, we are constantly juggling both of our significant others. We are supposed to say yes to each of them whenever they call us or need us. Whether they are asking for a backrub or a spreadsheet does not matter. We are supposed to completely act as if we have it handled. We may find ourselves hanging out with Pete Personal when William Work calls, so we sneak out of the movie and answer the question. We may be in the middle of a major date night with William Work, and suddenly Pete Personal is having a crisis and needs some advice. We run to hidden hallways and sneak into bathrooms to take the call, then calmly return to William Work as if we were just powdering our noses. God help us. Truly. And we wonder why we find ourselves stuck in our cars in our garages having to will ourselves to transition from home to work and work to home. Have you ever driven home and thought, “How am I going to get out of the car? How am I going to go in there and help the people?” Bless it. All the people.


THE EXPECTATION OF YES


As professional women, we are trained that saying no is not an option, and when we are forced to say no, it’s deeply uncomfortable. The backlash we know we will face for saying no leads us down a destructive path of over-functioning, where our own energy and capacity to function falls by the wayside with every step. We go through life increasing our capacity to help others over and over, until, like a balloon, we are so overstretched we explode. Our complete and utter exhaustion results in us being too tired to say no. It becomes easier to say yes even when we know we don’t have the energy to do one more thing, and thus begets the cycle of overcommitment and overwhelm.


All kidding aside, the constant battle between the needs of those in our work life and those in our personal life leave us overworked and exhausted. Women find themselves empty and burned out, wondering why we are not more motivated, more energetic, or more capable of taking on more. It’s like we are so used to just increasing our capacity to give, to do, to be more that we cannot accept the fact that there are limits to what we do, and that it is in our power to say no. We think there must be something wrong with us, because why else would be so tired all the time?


Aren’t women smarter than this? According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 29.5 million women in the US workforce have at least a bachelor’s degree, compared to 29.3 million men in 2019.iii Over the last three decades, women have made significant gains in education, entered the workforce in increasing numbers, and found themselves inching (albeit slowly) into top leadership positions. While equity in leadership still lags significantly and can be attributed to several different societal factors, an interesting conundrum exists—never have women reported more burnout or work dissatisfaction.iv If education and experience were all that was needed to achieve gender equity in the workforce, why doesn’t the data reflect this? Why doesn’t the data show that knowledge and experience are all women need to move forward and achieve job satisfaction? In fact, the opposite has been found. Women report more burnout, more workplace unhappiness, and decreased work-life balance than ever before.


After burning out in 2013, I wanted to hang up my stethoscope and quit medicine, a career at which I had worked ridiculously long and hard to attain. I dreamt of a job blindly folding yoga capris at Athleta. Sign me up. In my book, Between Grit and Grace, I share my story of overcoming burnout and rebuilding a life I did not want to escape from. It took me a good year to put myself back together, which started with making routine time for myself each day. But more than anything, the way I was able to maintain a busy career, motherhood, and start my own company, Brave Enough, without wanting to strangle every person I encountered, was dependent on one, important thing: my ability to set and protect radical, life-giving boundaries.


RADICAL BOUNDARIES: MY SAVIOR THEN AND NOW


What saved me in the darkest point of my life, and what has allowed me to thrive, was learning how to identify massive holes in the fence around my well-being. I learned how to commit to a life of self-preservation and that the only way I was going to have longevity and peace in balancing everything was if I became fiercely protective of my time and mental energy by placing strict boundaries. When I overcame burnout, found my passion in medicine again, and started to embrace my full and authentic self, I realized this important truth: the ONE change I made was not a career change, a partner change, or some life-gimmick—it was learning to see the cracks in the foundation of my well-being and seal them up with boundaries.


Setting these boundaries was not easy. They didn’t always go well. At the beginning, I was so horrible at saying no that people laughed when I said it. No one took me seriously, and I had to say it many times. Everyone in my professional and personal life was so used to me saying yes to every crazy thing that I practically had to scream NO before people heard me. And when I did say no at the beginning of this journey to put my own sanity and health first, people used shame and blame to convince me to backtrack and regret saying it.


Once I recognized I needed radical boundaries, I started gaining the confidence to say no to others’ expectations. I started seeing more clearly how other women around me were in the same situation. In the workplace, I constantly witnessed women colleagues exhausted from doing unpaid work and extra tasks they were assigned that they felt they must agree to in order to be taken seriously. I observed countless friends with full-time jobs doing 90 percent of the domestic work at home to be a “good mom,” at the expense of their own health and well-being. And I thought to myself, I have to change these inequities. I knew that for women to take back control of their time and energy, we needed one another, and we needed radical change.


What came out of that dark period of my life was my company, Brave Enough, which I founded in 2017. What started as an online community in 2015, grew to an organization two years later when I saw the need for a company that supports the entire woman, both at home and at work. Brave Enough has become my life’s mission, which is to teach women how to overcome burnout and set boundaries to take back control of their work and lives.


In 2017, I organized my first conference called the Brave Enough Women’s Conference, which sold out the first day registration opened and crashed the server. The need for women to come together out of the community I had built was so evident to me that I then began to form small-group coaching sessions and classes. I started to reach women through a variety of ways: by starting my podcast The Brave Enough Show, speaking around the country on work-life challenges women face, and publishing research on gender inequity in the workplace. This work led me to reach thousands of high-achieving women through my courses, community, and conferences. And surprisingly, I found it did not matter if a woman was the chief operating officer of a health system, a teacher, or a nutritionist, there was common thread that was pervasive in women. Women were over-functioning and undervalued. Despite being brilliant, educated, and extremely hardworking, they lacked the one key ingredient to protect them from immense personal exhaustion. They did not know how to identify much-needed personal boundaries, they lacked knowing how to say no, and they were not sure how to stand strong in the face of what I call boundary backlash.


NO? SAY WHAT?


It is not that thousands of brilliant, hardworking, educated women were not smart enough or strong enough. We are both these things. Rather, it is that setting boundaries and the ability to say No, thank you, without facing harsh criticism, feedback, or labeling is not something women are offered in our society. Everyone, even the most well-meaning colleagues, safe work environments, and loving family members, expects women to say yes—over and over. Trust me, this is not some far-reaching feminist propaganda. This is the blatant truth: society does not know how to respond to a woman who says no without apology. We are so used to women saying yes that we ask women every day to work for free, or even ask them to pay to work and, as a society, we think nothing of it. Because this is the expectation of women, most women say yes, and the gender pay gap widens a little bit more.




FACT: Our world runs on the backs of women with zero boundaries.





Our society is constructed for women to keep doing more for less. Our entire social structure depends on women opening their arms to take on more tasks, carry one more responsibility until the balls begin to drop, and then figure out how to reach down and pick up even more duties. When we are so overburdened that we have to relinquish some responsibilities or people, instead of asking for help or saying, I cannot carry you anymore, women are taught to instead look at themselves in the mirror and ask, “What is wrong with me? I should be stronger.” We find ourselves apologizing for our inability to do it all, start searching the internet for a magic pill that will give us more energy, or think to ourselves we need more education, a different workout routine, or a new skincare regimen.


In my coaching classes, I have coached hundreds of highly successful women who are completely burned out and desperate for change. They know they need to change, but they aren’t sure where to begin. What is most fascinating is that, 99 percent of the time, they come into the class with the false belief that they are weak, inept, and lack something.


“Tell me about your typical work week,” I’ll say to one client. “Well, I worked an overnight shift from 5:00 PM to 7:00 AM. I got home around 9:00 AM after finishing up some charting. My son was sick, so I spent some time taking him to the doctor in the morning, and then the nanny came, so I could sleep for a few hours,” my client, an emergency medicine physician and mother of two young boys, tells me. “I woke up a few hours later, did some laundry, made dinner for my family, and then went back for another night of work in the emergency department. But don’t worry, next week I will have more time to get things done. I just can’t seem to figure out why I am too tired to work on my research or redo the curriculum I need to get to. Can you help? Something is definitely wrong with me. I should have more energy,” she says. Sound familiar?


What has struck me is that rarely have I ever coached a woman who has told me they need help creating boundaries, saying no, and negotiating for more time or money to accomplish all of the things they are continually expected to do for free. But over and over, women ask me to help them find more energy, more capacity, and more ability to “do.” Women do not see their burden of work as an insurmountable task they cannot achieve without self-destruction, but rather, they see themselves as the problem, as they are convinced that they are just not enough.


IMPERFECT? PERFECT!


Women do not need to be more energetic, stronger, or more anything. They need to be offered the ability to say no, free of backlash. They need to be offered pay for jobs, roles, and tasks they are asked to take on and not have to negotiate for the same pay offered to their male colleagues for the same jobs. Women need to be afforded help when it is needed, offered opportunities that result in more work-life control, and allowed to say no without the fear of backlash, retaliation, or shame. We need a societal reset in the expectations of what a working woman looks like. She should not look tired, exhausted, overworked, and undervalued.


And that starts with boundaries—radical, lifesaving boundaries. As much as we would love for people in our professional and personal lives to understand and respect our limits, we can’t. The world operates on a playing field of expecting women to say yes, so saying no is not something we learned as girls, teenagers, young women, or early career women. No one teaches us it is okay to say no even if we face backlash: not our teachers, our mentors, our sponsors, our bosses, our family, or our spouses. This is something I had to learn on my own, and I promise you, if I can do it, so can you.


I want you to think of Brave Boundaries as a weapon. In this book, you will learn powerful tools you can use to recreate a life according to your values, your priorities, and your well-being. You will learn to identify common thought distortions that often make us think we do not have control over our lives and decisions. Through the next several chapters, you will see that you do not need to be more of anything; you are enough as you are. What you need is to place a fence. You need to start with fence posts, and the muscles you grow as you start to dig holes will only make you stronger. Each post will get easier to lift and place in its hole. Each post will be a reminder that you are erecting a fence, protecting your health, and you are strong enough to get it done.


You will learn to review your life section by section and take inventory of where gaps exist. You will see what areas of your life are burning you out, what you want more of, and what you need less of. You will see spaces of your life that are wide open pastures with no fences, and thus the animals run wild and have stripped the fields of much-needed nutrients. You will see sections of your life that are completely barren because you have never watered them. You will see where you have never said no to the people who take and take and take from you, and you somehow blamed yourself for that. You will see how much of yourself you have lost from years of saying yes to everyone else and no to yourself.


Your journey through Brave Boundaries will not be easy. It will likely take you into spaces of grief where you are sad for the parts of yourself you have lost along the way. You will realize there are people, places, and organizations that you thought appreciated all the time you gave them who, in truth, likely appreciated the work you did for them, but not you. You will see areas of your life where the fear of letting others down or the fear of a backlash led you to say yes over and over. You will see how, despite being strong in some areas of your life, you may be paralyzed with fear in other spaces that you are too afraid to address.




FACT: You do not have to feel strong or ready to create brave boundaries.





That is okay. That is the purpose of Brave Boundaries. You do not have to be perfect to start this book. You do not have to have perfect boundaries, have the perfect life, or be the strongest version of yourself before you continue the work here. You do not need to be MORE of anything other than what you are—perfectly imperfectly you. Every single one of us has spaces in our lives around which the thought of placing boundaries scares us beyond measure, while we find other areas are as easy to protect as Fort Knox.


The challenge with boundaries is that they are highly specific to each of us according to our pasts, our personalities, our position in our families of origin, and our current home and work environments. But we cannot let that stop us from doing the hard work of investigating our boundaries (or lack thereof) by digging deep. We are women, and we do hard things.


CELEBRATE THE NO WOMAN


Once we realize that women setting and enforcing boundaries is abnormal for our society and that we have never been taught to do this as part of our education or training, we begin to take a deep breath and accept that it is natural that both feel uncomfortable and unknown. We can remove the pressure that, somehow, we aren’t strong enough to have figured this out ourselves or that we are the type of women who aren’t made for boundaries. Frankly, I am so over the Instagram-worthy Pinterest-perfect version of what women are supposed to be. The reason we need boundaries is because we do not celebrate women who say no, thank you, in the first place. We love women who look like they have it all, bring home the bacon, and look good doing it. We love women who get along with everyone because they never disappoint anyone by saying no. We love women who say yes, I can do that! And we frown on women who say nope, no way, and a big fat nada. It’s true. Our society loves yes women.


Let me give you some tough love and some much-needed grace at the same time. We, as yes women, are drowning. With every yes, we let another person into the already cramped space of our lives, and, as a result, a small piece of ourselves walks out the back door. We become Grade A people-pleasers and lose so much of our own identity that we do not even know who we are anymore. When we finally come to a full stop, it is not to say what you are expecting of me is not healthy for me to do, but is often because we think, gosh, I can’t keep up, something must be wrong with me. We lose our own ability to see that we are MORE than yes women, that we are more than what we can do or give to others, that we are unique individuals with ideas and passions, who are meant to be cultivated and shared with the world. The problem is, we find it easier to say yes to others’ ideas for us than yes to our own ideas. And when we do say yes to ourselves, we are labeled as selfish, difficult, or not the team players we are supposed to be.


One of the most difficult and vital things we do as women is to draw those first, strong lines in the sand; to go against the grain of what we are expected to be, of what we often have been for so long; to reset the lines that have never existed around our work, our home and family life, and our personal goals. It is both scary and awkward but at the same time incredibly freeing and empowering.


YES MOM


I will never forget one of the scariest boundaries I set with my best friend, who also happens to be my husband, Lance. We often think the easiest boundaries we set will be those that involve people who understand us and know us best. But I have found in my own life, and in coaching hundreds of women, that the opposite is true.


In 2013, I was completely burned out. I was a busy anesthesiologist trying to climb the ladder in academia, with four tiny people at home who needed me 24/7. Despite trying everything I could to be all things at both home and work, I was failing everywhere. I saw no way out of my overwhelmed, exhausted, and overcommitted life. When I finally got to the tipping point, which I describe in my first book, Between Grit and Grace, I was an engine running full blast forward on the hot mess express.


I knew something had to change and that it had to start with me spending time alone with myself on a routine basis. The truth is, I was terrified to spend time alone. When the inside of your brain looks like a pantry that’s been ransacked by monkeys, you do NOT want to go in there. You want to run in, get what you need as fast as you can, and run out. But I knew the dumpster fire that was my mind was not going to reorganize itself. And it started with time alone.


The problem was my family was used to me as Yes Mom. Yes Mom was this superwoman who did everything for everyone. Yes Mom cleaned the house, cooked, went through all the school papers each night, emptied the dishwasher before bed, and changed out the laundry after putting the kids to bed. While her husband was working out each night, Yes Mom ran around like a crazy woman so the following day could happen without something falling in the cracks.


As Yes Mom, I was empty. I was completely worn out, and I knew I had to make a change. I knew I had to start getting up an hour earlier and spending time on my own self-care. But as an anesthesiologist who works insane hours, to get up an hour earlier, I had to go to bed an hour earlier. Who was going to do all the things I did for an hour before bed? I knew if I didn’t do them, they would not get done. They would not get done unless my husband gave up working out each night, which I did not want to ask him to give up. I did not want extra stress in our marriage, which was already strained with two full-time working parents, four kids, and an unruly dog that chewed a ridiculous amount of furniture. Wasn’t I supposed to support my husband and make sure he was taken care of, just like I took care of my patients and my kids? I knew if I told my husband I wasn’t going to do all the things each night that literally had to be done or the train would derail, he would do them. He would take over and help me, but I also knew his only opportunity to work out was after the kids were in bed. I knew he would be mad inside, angry at me, and bitter. I would have let him down.


The problem was that I had to discuss this with him, no matter how scary or how much I felt like I was disappointing him. You would think I would be able to set this boundary with the person who saw me mid labor screaming at nurses in my pre-epidural state. But instead, I just avoided the conversation and the topic with him big-time. I then made up my mind that I was going to bed an hour earlier, but I wasn’t going to tell him. I was just going to do it and see what happened. Maybe it would all be fine. Maybe a bedtime-clean-the-kitchen fairy would appear and go through the school papers, and finish the laundry, and start the dishwasher each night. Maybe he wouldn’t notice my absence, and things could just keep going on. Right?


EWWW, BACKLASH


Guess what happened? My boundary had a ripple effect on the entire family. It did not go unnoticed, and it required significant explanations and crisis management. There may have been some raised voices. Actually, there were raised voices. There was conflict. My boundary, albeit healthy for me, derailed the family train. The papers piled up. The dishes weren’t clean. My husband stopped working out during his hour to do all the things I had done. Over the next three months, he grew irritable and bitter. I avoided the conversation, the most important one, of why I needed this boundary. I didn’t give him enough credit, and I thought he wouldn’t understand. But the opposite was true. My husband wanted me to thrive. He wanted me to come out of the burned-out state and have energy to participate in family fun again. The truth was that my fear wasn’t in setting the boundary, my fear was the backlash I thought I would experience once I set it.


I was wrong. Yes, there was backlash. But the backlash was because I did not explain what I was doing or why. I just did it. I just set the boundary and expected everyone in my family to get the “new” me. Once the train was derailed, and our family suffered some serious bumps over the next several months, I had to explain the why of what I was doing. And once I did, my husband not only understood and respected my boundary, he met me in the middle. It didn’t take long, in fact, he was supportive immediately. We figured out we needed to hire someone to come in the morning and help us out. With help, I could work out in the mornings. He could work out at night. It took us a few months, but eventually, we got there. The family train was back on the rails. We respected one another’s boundaries, and the stuff of life got done.


Looking back, it seems silly to me that a full-fledged professor, cardiac anesthesiologist, and gender-equity researcher was afraid to tell her husband she was changing her bedtime hour. I am the person who has zero problems setting boundaries for my patients and will go toe to toe with anyone to protect them. Feel free to laugh at the hilarity of me NOT wanting to go toe to toe with my husband over the dishwasher. But it’s true; I avoided the conversation with my husband at all costs. Like many women, I was tired. I was too tired to face the backlash I perceived would happen as a result of setting a boundary.
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