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Chapter 1

People-Pleasing: What It Is, Where It Comes From, and Why We’re Leaving It Behind

People-pleasing is the act of chronically prioritizing others’ needs, wants, and feelings at the expense of our own needs, wants, and feelings. As people-pleasers, we struggle to speak up for ourselves in our relationships. We give past our limits to be liked by others; have immense difficulty setting boundaries; struggle to identify and leave toxic environments; and become involved in many one-sided relationships that are all give and no take. Often, we feel defined by how helpful, useful, and supportive we can be to other people.

Though people-pleasing manifests in our relationships with others, it stems from a disconnected relationship with ourselves. You might think of it as a form of self-abandonment. Even in the absence of others, many of us avoid tending to our basic needs; discount our own emotions; feel uncomfortable in our own company; and become disconnected from play, creativity, wonder, joy, and delight. Cut off from a sense of self-worth, we may engage in perfectionism, self-shaming, and self-judgment; struggle with distress tolerance, self-soothing, and emotional regulation; or even engage in compulsions or addictions to avoid feeling our emotions.

People-pleasing is a pattern of behavior, not a mental illness or diagnosis. For most, it isn’t a conscious choice moment to moment, but an ingrained way of interacting with others that was instilled in childhood. In this chapter, we’ll explore where the people-pleasing pattern comes from; how it affects our relationships; what differentiates it from kindness; and how we can use this knowledge to begin to break the pattern.

FOUR PORTRAITS OF PEOPLE-PLEASING

The people-pleasing pattern affects people of all genders, ages, ethnicities, and income brackets, but it doesn’t manifest the same way for everyone. Some feel completely confident and authentic at work, but become passive in their romantic relationships. Others have no trouble speaking up for themselves with friends, but struggle to set boundaries with family members. Still others feel that people-pleasing colors every area of their lives: work, romance, friends, family, and community.

People-pleasing can look like:

Tanya

Tanya, forty-five, is a corporate lawyer in New York City. She is fierce and uncompromising in the courtroom, but in her personal relationships, she feels inconsequential and powerless. She resentfully subsidizes her unemployed partner’s expenses while he seeks work at a snail’s pace. Each weekend she travels upstate for a long visit with her recently widowed mother, whom she describes as “narcissistic and overbearing.” She has a couple of casual friends in the city, but their coffee dates quickly turn into therapy sessions when her friends dump their personal problems into her lap—and show no curiosity in return.

A sense of obligation and resentment pervades all of Tanya’s relationships. She over-gives and under-receives in every single one of them, but she doesn’t know how to shift this dynamic.

Aaron

Aaron, thirty-five, is engaged to be married, but family complications are threatening his engagement. His father died when he was a child, and ever since, Aaron has been very close to his mother, Jada. Whenever Jada needs anything, he’s there in a flash to provide it. She calls him multiple times a day to chitchat about everything from the weather to the recent football game. Even when Aaron and his fiancée, Issa, are on dates, he steps away to take phone calls from his mother.

He feels smothered by his mother’s insistent presence, and even Issa has expressed hesitation about becoming the third wheel to Aaron and Jada’s enmeshed relationship. But ever since his father died, he has felt responsible for his mother’s emotional well-being. He wants to create space, but he doesn’t know how—and he’s terrified of hurting her feelings.

Lena

Lena, twenty-nine, was born into an Orthodox Jewish family. As she’s gotten older, she’s become uncomfortable with certain aspects of her faith—particularly its rigid gender roles—and after many months of reckoning, she decides that she can no longer participate in the religion and disaffiliates.

Newly uninvolved in the Orthodox community, she notices how much her upbringing has prevented her from finding and using her own voice. In social situations, she always defers to the men in the group; in conflicts with friends, she immediately becomes passive and accommodating. Without a religious community to guide her, she has no idea what she wants, what her dreams are, or who she is. Lena wants to follow her inner compass, but she doesn’t know where to find it.

Zoe

Zoe, a nonbinary twenty-four-year-old, is a lively, talkative graduate student in a theater program. Zoe makes friends effortlessly; their social calendar is always filled with coffee dates, happy hours, and weekend adventures. But despite their many friends, Zoe feels disconnected and fundamentally unseen.

At a young age, Zoe learned that being permanently cheerful was a surefire strategy to get attention from their distant parents, so they use the same method now to make friends in adulthood. Zoe is always bubbly and agreeable, and though they make fast friends, those friendships never deepen; Zoe never shares when they’re going through a difficult time, and never asks anyone for support. They crave connection and wish to be seen and known—but their people-pleasing prevents them from building intimate friendships.

 

Tanya, Aaron, Lena, and Zoe may have different backgrounds, but they share the struggle to speak up for themselves and the desire to express themselves authentically in their relationships. All four want to identify and assert their needs, set healthy boundaries, and make decisions based on their own values and priorities.

The first step in breaking the people-pleasing pattern is understanding its origins in our own lives. Doing so helps us develop both self-awareness and self-compassion as we learn how we originally developed this pattern as a coping mechanism to stay safe.

THE ORIGINS OF PEOPLE-PLEASING

We develop the people-pleasing pattern as a way to manage our experience of unsupportive, unsafe, or unpredictable environments. Many of us learn to people-please in childhood in order to get safety or affection from preoccupied, unavailable, or abusive caregivers. For marginalized groups—such as people of color, LGBTQ+ people, or neurodivergent people—people-pleasing can also be a survival strategy to avoid stigma, harassment, or harm.

Trauma

Those who have experienced trauma are more likely to develop the people-pleasing pattern. In 2003, psychotherapist and trauma expert Pete Walker expanded the well-known “fight, flight, or freeze” stress response model to include a fourth addition: fawn. When threatened, a person with the fawn response will try to please, gratify, or accommodate the source of threat instead of fighting back, running away, or shutting down.

The fawn response is particularly common among those who experienced childhood abuse. Walker explains that, in childhood, these people likely learned that protesting mistreatment led to even more severe retaliation, so they “relinquished the fight response, deleted ‘no’ from their vocabulary, and never developed the language skills of healthy assertiveness.”

If fawning helped someone avoid harm as a child, they may cling to this coping mechanism long after it stops keeping them safe. As adults, when confronted with situations that provoke fear or anxiety, they may behave in ways that they think will earn others’ approval: appearing kind and lighthearted, giving compliments, or even agreeing to activities they have no interest in. Walker explains that those who fawn “seek safety by merging with the wishes, needs, and demands of others. They act as if they unconsciously believe that the price of admission to any relationship is the forfeiture of all their needs, rights, preferences, and boundaries.”

Trauma can also lead people to develop lifelong hypervigilance, carefully monitoring others’ moods for subtle shifts and signs of danger. Often, survivors of trauma become experts at reading others’ emotions, but struggle to identify their own. Over time, many become completely disconnected from their own inner worlds. In this way, trauma’s long-term effects can leave a person less able to access their feelings and needs, say no, and practice healthy assertiveness in moments of stress.

How We Were Parented

Not all people-pleasing has its origins in trauma. Sometimes, we develop the pattern as a result of how we were parented.

Our caregivers teach us how to interact with the world. They teach us whether our emotions and needs are acceptable; they teach us whether we deserve love, and under what conditions. In the 1960s, clinical psychologist Diana Baumrind identified four distinct parenting styles: permissive, neglectful, authoritative, and authoritarian. Both authoritarian and permissive parenting can lead children to develop the people-pleasing pattern.

Authoritarian parents are punitive, controlling, and have unreasonably high expectations of their children. Though they meet their children’s material needs, they rarely provide affection or emotional support. Authoritarian parents offer few explanations for their rules and offer no room for compromise: their control is paramount. Having such rigid rules in an emotionally barren environment leads many children to believe that the only way to gain others’ approval is to do everything right. They become externally motivated, anxiously seeking their worth in the validation of their parents, teachers, and peers. Terrified of disapproval, they tend to be chronically anxious and extremely critical of themselves. Many grow up to be perfectionists who can’t tolerate making mistakes. So preoccupied with meeting others’ expectations, they struggle to identify their own feelings and desires. Though many become hardworking and successful adults, they often enter therapy seeking help for low assertiveness, guilt, depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem.

On the opposite side of the spectrum lie permissive parents: those who are highly responsive to their children emotionally, but inconsistently enforce expectations, rules, and consequences for unruly behavior. Some permissive parents act less like parents and more like friends to their children. They may overshare intimate details of their lives, inappropriately demand their children’s emotional support, or position their children as allies during parental conflicts. This reversal of roles often results in parentified children who assume more responsibility than is appropriate for their age. These children learn that the love they get is based entirely on how emotionally supportive they can be—a mentality that often pervades their relationships in adulthood.

When children play the role of supporter and confidante for a parent, they often struggle to develop their own sense of identity. It’s easy for them to see their parents’ needs and feelings, but they have a hard time identifying their own. As a result, adult children of permissive parents often find themselves playing the role of savior, helper, fixer, or martyr in their adult relationships.

Likewise, emotionally immature caregivers—those who can’t regulate their own emotions—struggle to recognize, validate, and be present with their children’s emotions. These children never learn that their feelings and experiences are meaningful; their inner worlds go unacknowledged. Children of emotionally immature parents learn to neglect their own feelings and needs, often becoming chronic listeners, helpers, and fixers as adults.

Finally, caregivers may also instill people-pleasing in their children by role modeling people-pleasing themselves. As children, we learn what’s normal behavior by watching our caregivers. We notice their mannerisms, their decisions, how they spend their time, and how they treat and speak to themselves. If we had a caregiver who was deferential, passive, self-sacrificial, or unable to set boundaries, we may unintentionally replicate these behaviors as we get older.

Being Raised alongside Addiction

Sometimes, caregivers’ emotional limitations prevent them from giving their children the support they need. However, caregivers struggling with addiction—or preoccupied by another family member’s addiction—may also fail to offer their children adequate support, presence, and encouragement.

Typically, families containing addiction become hyper-focused on the addict. Family members monitor the addict’s behavior, urge them toward recovery, try to manage their erratic moods, and grapple with the fallout of their unpredictable behavior. Children learn that tending to the addict is their primary responsibility, and they don’t receive the support they need to identify or communicate their own basic feelings and needs.

Many children raised alongside addiction become hyper-independent and hyper-responsible adults. They believe that they’re worthy of love to the extent that they can be of value to others. Research shows that adult children of alcoholics tend to feel personally accountable for any negative occurrence at home or in the workplace. As they did when they were children, they feel responsible for managing everyone around them. Strangers even to themselves, adult children of addiction frequently surround themselves with addicts or emotionally unavailable partners, inadvertently re-creating dynamics from their childhood.

A Response to Gender Norms

Family dynamics often plant the seeds of people-pleasing, but gender norms can also play a major role. Despite significant advancements toward gender equality within the last century, women are still seen as the caretakers of our culture. Jobs with nurturing at their center—like nursing, teaching, and social work—are disproportionately done by women. In the home, women perform four hours of caretaking and household work daily compared to men’s two and a half hours. Psychologist Marshall Rosenberg writes: “For centuries, the image of the loving woman has been associated with sacrifice and the denial of one’s own needs to take care of others. Because women are socialized to view the caretaking of others as their highest duty, they learn to ignore their own needs.”

Even in interpersonal relationships, women are still encouraged—implicitly or explicitly—to prioritize others first. Women, more often than men, find themselves responsible for emotional labor: the unpaid and undervalued work of maintaining relationships, managing people’s emotions, and keeping people happy. Research shows that women apologize far more often than men, and are more likely to label their own behavior as offensive or apology-worthy. Women are even more likely to be called “bossy” when expressing confidence or assertiveness.

These days, it’s less common to explicitly instruct women to be silent and self-sacrificial, but these norms are deeply embedded in our culture. We may not always say them aloud, but they continue to play a significant role in our society’s expectations of women and women’s expectations of themselves.

Men face different gender norms, but those norms can also foster people-pleasing by encouraging men to suppress their emotions, show no weakness, and give past their limits. Across the board, men are still expected to be stoic, unfeeling, and emotionally unexpressive; a 2019 study found that 58 percent of men feel like they’re expected to be “emotionally strong and to show no weakness,” and 38 percent have avoided talking to others about their feelings to avoid appearing “unmanly.” This caricature of the Unfeeling Man creates two painful disconnections. First, many men become cut off from their own feelings and needs because they’ve been discouraged from having any at all. Second, many men become disconnected from others because it’s difficult to build intimate, supportive connections if you were never allowed to be vulnerable.

Many men also feel pressure to give past their limits at work. Despite women’s surging participation in the workforce, many men still feel obligated to prove their worth by playing a traditional breadwinner role in their families. Denying their own needs for rest and restoration, many men find themselves overworking to attain this masculine ideal, suffering elevated stress levels and reduced sleep along the way. Gender norms can prohibit men from embracing their emotions, building intimate connections, and honoring their own needs for rest and recuperation.

A Response to Culture

Behavior deemed “people-pleasing” in one culture may be commonplace and celebrated in another. Ultimately, what constitutes a healthy versus unhealthy amount of giving is culturally determined.

Individualistic cultures, like the United States, the United Kingdom, and South Africa, encourage people to set self-directed goals rather than fulfill others’ goals for them. (Though, as we saw in the previous section, women and marginalized groups still face societal pressure to subjugate their own needs to care for others.) Individualistic cultures place less emphasis on family and group affiliations and more emphasis on autonomy, individuality, and self-actualization. As a result, some members of these cultures feel a sense of freedom and agency; others feel unmoored and disconnected.

Meanwhile, collectivist cultures, like China, Korea, Japan, and India, encourage members to prioritize the group or family above the individual. (Many organized religions also operate as collectivist cultures.) Emphasizing conformity, obedience, and loyalty, collectivist cultures assert that family and group affiliations are of the utmost importance. As a result, some members of collectivist cultures feel a sense of belonging and security; others feel restricted and confined.

Some from collectivist cultures—especially those who immigrate to individualistic cultures—feel conflicted between their culture’s ideals and their personal desire to prioritize their own needs, passions, and dreams.

A Response to Stigma and Oppression

For many marginalized groups, people-pleasing, shape-shifting, and masking one’s authentic self are methods for survival. If your society taught you that people like you weren’t worthy of basic care, dignity, and respect, acting deferentially—especially toward those in authority—can be a way to protect yourself from harm. When acts of violence and harassment against members of your identity group are commonplace, becoming as small and unnoticeable as possible is a survival strategy.

Various marginalized groups face distinct pressures to people-please. This topic is broad and deserves a chapter of its own, so we’ll discuss how systemic oppressions impact individual people-pleasing patterns in chapter 13.

Safety Is the Common Thread

Though the people-pleasing pattern has many origins, a common thread connects them all: the pursuit of safety. Safety doesn’t necessarily mean safety from physical harm or violence, though it can. It can also mean safety more broadly:

•Social safety: “I belong” or “People approve of me.”
•Emotional safety: “I am known and understood” or “I am loved” or “I matter.”
•Material safety: “My basic needs are met.”
People-pleasing may have kept us safe in childhood, but now, as adults with agency and independence, using our voices—not silencing them—becomes a far more effective strategy to ensure that we get what we want and need in our lives.

People-Pleasing in Psychology

While people-pleasing is not a formal mental illness or diagnosis, many schools of psychology examine the pattern of neglecting the self to put others first—and various forms of therapy provide helpful interventions to break the pattern.

Aaron Beck, the founder of cognitive behavioral therapy, coined the term sociotropy: a personality trait characterized by over-reliance on others’ approval and an excessive investment in one’s relationships. People who score higher on the sociotropy scale feel the need to please others; are nonassertive and overly nurturant; have trouble asserting their needs; and fear criticism and rejection. Sociotropic people are more likely to develop depression, and cognitive therapy—which challenges negative thought patterns about the self and the world—has been shown to mitigate these depressive effects.

Meanwhile, the Bowen family systems theory promotes the concept of differentiation: the ability to know where we end and others begin. Highly differentiated people have a strong and independent sense of self, while less differentiated people rely heavily on the approval of those around them. People who are less differentiated tend to adjust their actions to please others; avoid saying no; and struggle to maintain their own opinions in the face of difference. Bowen family therapy helps people increase their level of differentiation and create healthy boundaries so that they can better manage their relationships.

Attachment theory can also help us understand the people-pleasing pattern. It asserts that our childhood relationships with our caregivers affect how we interact with others as adults. People with an anxious attachment style generally had caregivers who inconsistently tended to their needs. As adults, they tend to feel uncertain about the state of their relationships, crave deeper intimacy, and seek excessive reassurance from their partners. More than anything, anxiously attached individuals fear being abandoned and are hypersensitive to threats to the relationship. Fueled by insecurity and low self-esteem, anxiously attached people anticipate rejection and will go to great lengths to avoid it—including sacrificing their own needs, wants, or feelings. Attachment-focused therapy helps clients understand their attachment style and modify their behaviors in their relationships.

Finally, the addiction field offers the concept of codependence. Originally popularized in the 1980s to describe the self-sacrificial characteristics shared by many spouses of alcoholics, the term codependent has evolved to describe any person—involved with an addict or not—who chronically self-neglects and over-prioritizes others. Codependents tend to have trouble identifying their feelings; avoid communicating their needs; struggle to make decisions; remain in harmful relationships for too long; and believe others are incapable of taking care of themselves. The twelve-step program Co-Dependents Anonymous was created to help people recover from codependency, and many addiction treatment centers offer codependency recovery programs as well.

Those with depression, anxiety, social anxiety, and various forms of neurodivergence may also struggle with people-pleasing. Though no data exists on the prevalence of people-pleasing specifically, the ubiquity of trauma, addiction, depression, anxiety, social injustice, and the pattern’s other origins indicate that it affects millions of people around the world.

Despite how common people-pleasing is—and how many frameworks exist for addressing it—many still hesitate to label their chronic over-giving or self-sacrifice as people-pleasing. Some say, “Prioritizing others’ feelings and needs sounds like something everyone should do. . . . That just sounds like kindness to me.” And they’re right; caring about others’ needs and feelings is a form of kindness. But kindness becomes people-pleasing when we chronically neglect ourselves in the process.

KINDNESS VS. PEOPLE-PLEASING

On its face, people-pleasing may resemble kindness. After all, generosity, loyalty, compassion, and dedication are cornerstones of healthy relationships. But there’s a difference between people-pleasing and being kind.

Psychologists have found that kindness (which they call “healthy altruism”) and people-pleasing (which they call “pathological altruism”) have entirely different motives. The very same action that’s people-pleasing for one person might be kindness for another; it all depends on why you’re doing it and whether it negatively impacts you.

Psychologists define pathological altruism as “the willingness of a person to irrationally place another’s perceived needs above his or her own in a way that causes self-harm.” Pathological altruists often neglect themselves in pursuit of others’ well-being, and researchers have found that their actions are motivated by the desire to gain others’ approval and avoid rejection.

At their core, people-pleasing behaviors are rooted in:

•Transaction: “I’m giving you this so you will give me something back.”
•Obligation: “I’m doing this because if I don’t, I’ll feel guilty.”
•Compulsion: “I’m doing this because I have no idea how not to do this.”
•Loss-aversion: “I’m doing this because if I don’t, I fear I’ll lose you.”
For many, this pattern is based upon a covert contract or unspoken agreement: “I will over-give and trespass my own boundaries for you, and in return, you will make me feel loved, wanted, and needed.” The problem is that others never agreed to this transaction. We may over-give and cater to others’ needs believing they will then be obligated to give us the love and attention that we crave. This transactional mentality imbues our relationships with piles of invisible debt.

After over-giving, people-pleasers often feel exhausted, frustrated, and resentful. When others don’t respond to our giving as we wish they would, we might even demonize them as “rude,” “self-centered,” or “taking advantage of us.” As a result, people-pleasing often leaves us feeling disconnected from the very people we’re trying to “help.”

Gwen is moving out of her apartment. The night before she’s scheduled to move, she texts her friend Hazel and asks if she’s available to help the following day. When Hazel receives the text, she’s immediately overwhelmed: she’s on a tight work deadline and already has plans the following evening with friends. She doesn’t really have the time to help, but she feels guilty telling Gwen no; she doesn’t want to fall out of her good graces. So instead, she agrees and tells Gwen she’ll be over tomorrow at 10:00 a.m.

For the rest of the night, Hazel feels stressed and resentful. This is a huge ask to make of a friend less than twenty-four hours beforehand, she thinks. I can’t believe I have to spend tomorrow moving heavy boxes instead of making progress on my deadline.

Hazel’s agreement isn’t kindness, but people-pleasing; she agrees to help from a place of obligation (“I’ll feel guilty if I say no”) and loss-aversion (“I don’t want to fall out of Gwen’s good graces”). As we’ll explore more in the following section, the subsequent resentment that Hazel feels is a clear sign that she’s giving past her limits.

Kindness and Healthy Altruism

Psychologists define healthy altruism as the ability to “experience sustained and relatively conflict-free pleasure from contributing to the welfare of others.” Healthy altruists gratify their own needs while also taking steps to enhance others’ lives; they don’t sacrifice their own well-being in the process. Research shows that healthy altruism is motivated by the desire for new experiences and personal growth.

Acts of kindness are rooted in:

•Desire: “I want to give this to you.”
•Goodwill: “I’m eager to increase your quality of life because I care about you.”
•Choice: “I don’t have to do this—I want to do this.”
•Abundance: “I’m giving you this because there’s enough to go around.”
When we give out of kindness, it’s because we could say yes or no, and choose, of our own free will, to say yes. We aren’t necessarily expecting anything in return. Our generosity isn’t motived by others’ reactions, but by the internal satisfaction that comes from acting in accordance with our values. Importantly, how we act publicly aligns with how we feel privately. After giving to others in this way, we may be tired or spent, but alongside the fatigue are typically feelings of happiness, goodwill, and connection.

After Gwen texts Hazel, she also texts her friend Gabriel for help. Gabriel checks his schedule to see if he has time the next day. Right now, his only plan is to meet a friend for pickup basketball at 3:00 p.m.; he’s happy to help beforehand. Gabriel texts back: Yes—I can help until 2:45. I’ll be there at 10 with my truck!

After Gabriel replies, he feels a sense of satisfaction at agreeing to help a friend in need. His agreement was based on desire (“I want to help Gwen”) and choice (“I don’t have to do this—I want to do this”). Because he offered to give to the extent that he was comfortable giving, his actions didn’t negatively impact him. He was being kind, not people-pleasing.

Pathological and healthy altruism differ in both the motivation behind the altruistic acts and the extent to which they cause personal harm. Psychologists Scott Barry Kaufman and Emanuel Jauk encourage those seeking to move from pathological to healthy altruism to increase their level of “healthy selfishness”: the idea that “it’s healthy and even growth-fostering to take care of oneself and enjoy life’s little pleasures.” We’ll discuss how to begin tending to ourselves this way in chapter 2.

HOW PEOPLE-PLEASING HARMS US

A single instance of people-pleasing—like helping a friend move when you don’t really have the time—may not cause you any serious harm. But in the long term, these small acts of self-neglect accumulate, negatively affecting our well-being, relationships, and dreams for the future.

After years of people-pleasing, we become strangers to ourselves; we are highly attuned to others’ moods and feelings and woefully unmoored from our own. When others ask us what we want or dream of, we may be disturbed to find that we have no idea. Instead of designing our own lives, we become mirrors, reflecting back others’ desires.

Chronically prioritizing others’ needs leaves us little time or energy to care for ourselves, and as a result, our physical and mental health may suffer. We may neglect our physical needs for rest, healthy meals, or doctor’s appointments; neglect our financial needs by lending money we don’t have; or neglect our emotional needs by entering relationships with emotionally unavailable partners and friends. These neglects take a toll. Suppressing our own emotions can lead to higher rates of anxiety, depression, and stress. Research also shows that emotional suppression can contribute to physical illness, increasing the likelihood of heart disease, gastrointestinal health complications, and autoimmune disease.

When we people-please, we struggle to build intimacy in our relationships. True intimacy requires letting ourselves be seen for who we really are, and people-pleasing is like wearing a mask. We are the ever-cheerful ones and the easygoing ones; we are the ones who say yes, no matter what. We don’t speak up when we’ve been hurt, and we aren’t honest about what we need. Though these ways of interacting may reduce the potential for conflict in the short term, they are not conducive to true intimacy over time. The more we people-please, the more we feel painfully unseen and unknown.

For many, people-pleasing also breeds resentment. Our resentment stems from the fact that, like Hazel, we’re uncomfortable stating our limits and boundaries. Often, we expect others to “just know” our needs, feelings, and limits, even if we’ve never communicated them before. Instead of saying no when we’re overcommitted, we agree when others ask favors of us, smiling on the outside while shrieking on the inside, They should just know how busy I am! Instead of telling others when we’ve been hurt by their behavior, we stew silently, thinking, They should just know how that made me feel! Instead of asking for help when we need it, we suffer in quiet frustration when others don’t automatically offer it, thinking, They should just know what I need! Instead of expressing how we want to be cared for, we hold our loved ones to an invisible standard, feeling angry when they don’t attain it: They should just know how to take care of me!

In these ways, we outsource our responsibility for our own needs and feelings to other people. Unspoken expectations put our family members, partners, and friends in the unfair position of failing tests they didn’t realize they were taking.

Unfortunately, these patterns of behavior often have a ripple effect, and we may model people-pleasing for others without even realizing it. Many of us know this ripple effect all too well from watching our own caregivers model self-sacrifice and self-denial in their relationships. Whether we’re parents, bosses, leaders in our communities, or beyond, we have people looking up to us. We are teaching them, through our behavior, how to value themselves, how to express themselves, and what to expect from—and accept in—their relationships with others. We can either model people-pleasing, self-sacrifice, and deference—or confidence, self-advocacy, and self-respect.

IT’S TIME FOR A CHANGE

If you’re reading this book, you’ve probably begun to suspect that the costs of people-pleasing outweigh the benefits. You’re probably tired of feeling unseen, unheard, and cut off from yourself and others. You’re probably sick of always being at the whim of others’ moods, demands, and desires.

You’re ready to take charge of your own life. You’re ready to become the protagonist of your own story. You want to feel strong, free, and self-respecting. You want to step into your power.

Understanding the origins of our people-pleasing is a critical first step in breaking the pattern, but to truly change, we need to accompany our knowledge with action and dedicated practice. That’s why this book offers an action-based approach to breaking the people-pleasing pattern, grounded in research and psychology, that gives you the practical tools to get from where you are now to where you’d like to be.

Your Deepest Why

Breaking the people-pleasing pattern is a challenging but deeply rewarding endeavor. At the outset, it helps to determine your Deepest Why: the most important, most heart-stirring reason you’re embarking on this journey. If you find yourself grappling with fear, uncertainty, or self-doubt along the way, your Deepest Why is the North Star that will guide you through.

To uncover your Deepest Why, you might consider: What’s the most important reason I want to break this pattern? What version of myself am I most eager to become? Who do I want to role model for?

I’ve posed this question to thousands of people in my workshops, and I’m always struck by the beauty of their responses. They’ve said:

•“I want to be a strong role model for my children. I want them to have a mother they respect. It’s my dream that they know how to speak up for themselves, have healthy relationships, and set healthy boundaries.”
•“I’m tired of feeling like a shadow. I’ve never felt like anything in my life was truly mine, you know? I’m ready to change that. I want to feel like I’m living a life that I chose, not a life others chose for me.”
•“I want to develop the assertiveness and strength I need to follow my dreams. I have an incredible vision for a business I want to build, but right now I don’t have the self-confidence to make it happen. I want to build this business and feel proud of what I’ve accomplished. I want to do everything in my power to bring it to life.”
•“I come from a long line of women who self-sacrificed. Some were in abusive relationships. Some just never took the plunge to pursue their own dreams. It kills me to think about all of the women in my family whose voices went unheard. I want to break my family’s intergenerational pattern of women staying silent. I want to create a new way.”
What is your Deepest Why? Write it down and hold it close as you embark on this transformative process of self-discovery. Through any difficult moments that may arise, you will have this clear reminder of how breaking the people-pleasing pattern will radically transform your life and the lives of those you love.





Chapter 10

Setting Boundaries with Others

In the simplest sense, a boundary separates one thing from another. A fence is a boundary between two properties; our skin is the boundary between our organs and the outside world. A boundary is the line where one thing ends, and another begins.

When we set a boundary with another person, we create some sort of separation between us. We might imagine our boundaries as shields that protect us from things that would threaten our well-being, such as others’ rudeness, others’ emotional dumping, unwanted touch, or commitments we don’t have the time and space for. Boundaries enable us to honor our limits—what works for us and what doesn’t—and design our lives and relationships around those limits.

Ultimately, boundaries are a recognition that we can’t control what others say or do, but we can control how we respond and what we allow into our environment. That’s what boundaries are all about. Although boundaries create separation in the short term, they are actually necessary and healthy in all relationships. In this chapter, we’ll clarify the difference between boundaries and requests; explore how to effectively set and enforce boundaries; discuss how to disengage from unwanted interactions as a form of boundary-setting; and explore how to proceed when others don’t like our boundaries or push back against them.

NAOMI’S STORY

Naomi, thirty-three, and her sister, Aria, thirty-one, are very different, but very close. Naomi is quiet and reserved, while Aria is boisterous, irreverent, and risk-taking. The sisters live in the same city, and though they don’t see eye to eye on many things, they still get together once a week for coffee or dinner.

Last year, Aria married a man named Ken. Like Aria, Ken has a big personality: he’s fiery, opinionated, and bold. But Ken’s opinionated nature veers headlong into disrespect, and his frequent sexist comments make Naomi deeply uncomfortable. When Aria got a promotion at her job—one she’d been diligently working toward for years—Ken joked that her hourglass figure had something to do with it. Over family dinners, he’s joked that women belong in the kitchen, not the workplace. When Naomi’s dog died, she visited Aria and Ken distraught, and his first comment was: “It’s sad, but not that sad. Are you on your period or something?”

Naomi loves her sister, but she dreads interacting with Ken. When she addresses Ken’s behavior with her sister, Aria shrugs. “Look, he’s just joking. He doesn’t mean anything by it, okay?”

Naomi doesn’t know what to do. She doesn’t want to jeopardize her relationship with Aria, but spending time with Ken pushes her to the edge. A few times, Naomi has pulled Ken aside to speak with him privately. She’s tried gently explaining why his comments are offensive. She’s told him that his “jokes” make her uncomfortable and asked him to stop. Every time, Ken laughs and brushes her off, saying that she’s being “too sensitive” and “should lighten up once in a while.”

Naomi feels stuck. She’s no longer willing to sit idly by in the face of Ken’s blatant sexism. Her requests have been unsuccessful, so now it’s time for a boundary.

BOUNDARIES VS. REQUESTS

When we make requests of others, we ask them to change their behavior. But when we set a boundary, we change our own behavior to protect ourselves, our needs, and our limits. As we discussed in the previous chapter, requests are, at their core, collaborative: a successful request requires another person to change their actions. Boundaries, on the other hand, don’t require others’ participation. When we set a boundary, we are assessing what doesn’t work for us and acting accordingly. These examples demonstrate the difference between requests and boundaries:

 



	SCENARIO


	REQUEST


	BOUNDARY





	Your father always calls you when he’s drunk, and it makes you uncomfortable.


	“Would you mind only calling me when you’re sober?”


	Words: “I can’t have a phone conversation with you when you’re drunk. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Action: Hang up the phone.





	Your spouse is raising their voice at you during an argument.


	“Can you please lower your voice when you speak to me?”


	Words: “I won’t have a conversation when you’re yelling at me.”

Action: Exit the conversation when yelling arises.





	Your mother-in-law regularly gives you unsolicited parenting advice.


	“I’m raising my children in the way that feels best to me, so could you please stop offering unsolicited advice?”


	Words: “I’m not willing to talk about this if you’re going to keep giving me unsolicited advice.”

Action: When unsolicited advice arises, either end the conversation or don’t respond.








 

As you can see in these examples, our boundaries aren’t about changing other people: they’re about setting clear limits for what we will and will not tolerate from other people. For this reason, boundaries aren’t tools to get more of something from someone. We can’t “boundary” a person into giving us more affection, attention, kindness, or collaboration. We can ask them for more—that’s what requests are all about—but ultimately, boundaries are about separating ourselves from situations that don’t meet our needs, or interactions that make us feel unsafe, unseen, or harmed in some way.

Naomi has already made multiple requests of Ken. She asked, “Would you mind not making those jokes around me?” and “Could you stop making comments like that when I’m around?” Ken hasn’t responded favorably, and he hasn’t adjusted his behavior at all. Naomi acknowledges that she can’t control Ken; she can’t make him become willing to accommodate her requests. Instead, Naomi recognizes that she needs a boundary: she needs separation from Ken and the behavior she finds intolerable.

TYPES OF BOUNDARIES

Our boundaries can be physical, material, emotional, time-related, financial, or mental.

 



	TYPE


	EXPLANATION


	EXAMPLE





	Physical


	Physical boundaries pertain to our bodies.


	“I don’t kiss on the first date. We can hug instead.”





	Material


	Material boundaries pertain to our possessions and belongings.


	“I’m not comfortable lending you my car for the weekend.”





	Emotional


	Emotional boundaries help us take responsibility for our own emotions without taking responsibility for others’ emotions. They help us differentiate where we end and another person begins. (We’ll explore emotional boundaries more in the next chapter.)


	“I can’t be the person you vent to about your marriage anymore.”





	Time


	Time boundaries pertain to our schedules and commitments.


	“I have to get off the phone now. Let’s resume this conversation tomorrow.”





	Financial


	Financial boundaries are all about money: how much we spend, on what, for whom, and why.


	“I can’t live in shared housing unless we’re all splitting rent equally.”





	Mental


	Our mental boundaries pertain to our beliefs, opinions, and values. Healthy mental boundaries enable us to hold on to our opinions even in the face of disagreement—but also leave us open to learning, curiosity, and growth.


	“Let’s agree to disagree on this.”








 

Naomi concludes that she can set a physical boundary by leaving the room when Ken makes sexist jokes; a time boundary by spending less time around him; or a mental boundary by making it clear that she does not agree with his opinions instead of staying silent.

COMMUNICATING OUR BOUNDARIES

How we communicate our boundaries depends on our situation. We might use:

The Short and Sweet Approach

The short and sweet approach tends to work best when others make requests of us that we can’t or don’t wish to fulfill. Perhaps our sister asks if she can borrow our car; perhaps our date asks if we’d like to go back to their apartment; perhaps a community member asks if we can volunteer at the neighborhood bake sale.

In these cases, a clear, straightforward boundary will do:

•“No.”
•“No thank you.”
•“I can’t.”
•“I don’t have time.”
•“Not today.”
•“That’s not going to work for me.”
•“I don’t have time for that right now.”
•“Now’s not a good time.”
•“Maybe some other time.”
The I-Statement Approach

Like we discussed in the prior chapter, the I-statement is a four-part communication tool that helps us be direct about our feelings and needs: “I feel _________________ when you _________________ because  _________________. I need _________________.”

When setting boundaries, the I-statement looks like: “I feel overwhelmed when you try to talk things out moments after an argument because I haven’t had time to process on my own. I need to wait at least an hour to cool down before discussing it with you” or “I feel upset when you discuss my mental health issues with the family because it violates my privacy. I need privacy, so I will keep information about my mental health to myself from now on.”

For Naomi, this approach might look like: “Ken, I feel uncomfortable when you make jokes about women because they are sexist and offensive. I need space from this behavior, so I will leave if you make these jokes again.”

The Radical Transparency Approach

We can also use the radical transparency approach to set boundaries. As a reminder, this approach works best with people you trust: people who care for your well-being and are unlikely to weaponize the vulnerability of this approach against you.

•“It’s hard for me to say this, but I want to be honest with you: 

 __________________________________________________ .”
•“I know that in the past I’ve __________________________________________________, but I’m trying to take better care of myself now, so I can’t continue to 

__________________________________________________ .”
•“I’m afraid of hurting you, but it’s important to me that we can be honest with each other. I want you to know that I’m no longer able to __________________________________________________ .”
•“I’m nervous to say this, but I’m trying to be more honest with the people I love, so I need to tell you that I can’t 

__________________________________________________ .”
Radical transparency looks like: “Dad, I’m afraid of hurting you, but it’s important to me that we can be honest with each other. I want you to know that I can’t listen when you vent about Mom anymore. It puts me in the middle and I’m not comfortable playing that role” or “Gloria, I know that in the past I’ve joined you and your friends for the annual retreat, but I’m trying to save money this year, so I can’t make it.”

Given how dismissive Ken has been, Naomi doesn’t feel comfortable using the radical transparency approach with him. However, she might opt for this approach when communicating her new boundaries to her sister, Aria: “Aria, it’s hard for me to say this, but I want to be honest with you: I’m no longer willing to be around Ken’s sexist jokes. They’re too much for me. If he makes them when we’re together, I’ll have to leave.”

The Speaking Up Approach

Sometimes, we want to speak up as a means of making our own beliefs known. Especially if someone is expressing values or ideals we don’t agree with, speaking up can be a way to both honor our integrity and insert a mental boundary: separation between what they believe and what we believe.

Speaking up can look like saying, “I disagree,” “I don’t share your opinion,” “I actually believe that _________________,” or “I find what you’re saying to be sexist/racist/transphobic.”

For Naomi, this approach might look like “Ken, I don’t share your opinion, and I actually find it extremely disrespectful to women” or “Ken, that’s a sexist comment and I fully disagree.”

What about White Lies?

When we’re worried about hurting someone’s feelings, we might consider using a white lie to smooth over the interaction. When an acquaintance asks us to coffee and we’re not interested, is it okay to tell them we’re busy when we’re not? When a distant colleague invites us to their baby shower and we don’t want to stomach the cost of a gift, is it okay to lie and say we’ll be out of town?

White lies can be helpful tools to smooth over awkwardness in low-stakes situations, especially with people we don’t know very well. Being 100 percent honest 100 percent of the time isn’t always feasible, or even desirable; in some cases, it only hurts others’ feelings unnecessarily.

However, we shouldn’t use white lies to avoid hard, important conversations with the people we’re close to, especially if the situation is just going to arise again later. Repeated white lies that “we’re just busy” or “just overwhelmed right now” become suspect; the people close to us can sense that we’re not being fully honest. Over time, these white lies slowly erode trust in a relationship. It’s better to be clear about where we stand, what we need, and what we want the relationship to look like—even if it’s hard for others to hear.

PUTTING BOUNDARIES INTO ACTION

If we set a boundary that a certain behavior doesn’t work for us, we need to remove ourselves from that behavior when it arises. Otherwise, our boundary is a meaningless statement that offers us no protection.

If you set a boundary that you can’t participate in gossip anymore, then enacting it looks like exiting the interaction when someone starts gossiping. If you tell your mom that you can’t take her calls during work hours anymore, enacting that boundary means letting the phone go to voicemail when she calls you during a meeting. If you set a boundary that you won’t continue a conversation when your spouse is yelling, enacting it looks like leaving the conversation when your spouse yells.

Other people may not like our boundaries or may push back against them—we’ll discuss this soon—but ultimately, because our boundaries are about our own actions, enacting them is always within our control.

Do I Always Need to State My Boundary?

Not all boundaries need to be spoken. It can be helpful to state your boundary aloud if this is the first time the other person is hearing about your need; if you’re making a change to an established pattern in your relationship, and you want the other person to be aware of it; or if it’s important to you that the other person understands how their behavior is impacting your actions.

However, you might decide not to state your boundary—and simply enact it—if you’ve already stated your needs and made multiple requests to no avail; if you know from past experience that stating your boundaries with this person always leads to harsh pushback; or if your need is urgent, and you don’t have the emotional bandwidth for a conversation about your boundary.

Since Naomi has already made her feelings and needs known, she doesn’t need to state her boundary aloud. She can simply enact it: she can leave the room when Ken makes offensive jokes or be less available for family gatherings if she knows Ken will be there.

DISENGAGING AS BOUNDARY-SETTING

When we disengage, we exit an interaction that is harmful to us. By disengaging, we acknowledge that we can’t control others’ actions, but we can control the part we play in our dynamic. Instead of playing tug-of-war, we drop the rope.

For the longest time, the idea of disengaging to set boundaries felt strange to me. After all, I was trying to get better at speaking up, and this felt like the opposite of speaking up. I worried that disengaging was the same as avoiding conflict: something I did in my people-pleasing days. However, I quickly learned that disengaging as a form of people-pleasing is very different from disengaging as a form of boundary-setting.

For years, one of my family members had made judgmental comments about other people’s weight. It bothered me to no end. I’d spent years struggling with my weight, as had many of my loved ones, and I found these comments callous and dehumanizing. I tried so many times to convince them to stop, but it never worked. They thought I was being “too sensitive” and taking things “too seriously.” No matter how much I argued and cajoled, they wouldn’t change.

These frequent debates took a toll on me. After every single one, I felt frustration and rage, and it took hours for me to feel calm again. Eventually, I realized that I was trying to change someone who wouldn’t change and harming myself in the process. So instead of continuing to speak up, I disengaged. When they made comments about people’s weight, I didn’t reply. I didn’t respond to the text; I ended the phone call; I left the room. I couldn’t control them, but I could control whether I dignified their comments with my participation and my presence.

Disengaging from a place of people-pleasing is fear-based. When we disengage out of fear, we’re thinking: “I’m afraid to speak up because I want them to like me,” or “I don’t want to rock the boat, so I better stay quiet,” or “I don’t want them to know I have this need because I’m afraid they’ll judge me, so I won’t say anything.”

Disengaging as a boundary is power-based. When we disengage as a boundary, we’re thinking: “I can’t control how they treat me, but I can control how much negative treatment I choose to endure,” or “I will not spend my valuable time and energy debating this once again,” or “I will not dignify this rude comment with a response.”

Sometimes, a person’s behavior is so hurtful that our only option is to leave the relationship entirely. Other times, we find that we can maintain a relationship if we disengage from unpleasant interactions, or decrease our degree of intimacy over time. There are six boundary strategies—three short-term strategies and three big-picture strategies—that we can use to disengage in this manner. Please note that not every method will work for every circumstance, and it’s possible that not every method will feel like the right fit for you.

Short-Term Strategy: Exit the Interaction

When we exit an interaction, we remove ourselves physically or verbally from an unpleasant situation. Physically exiting might look like walking out of the room; creating physical space between us and the person engaging in the behavior; or leaving the environment altogether. Verbally exiting can look like not replying to a message or call; hanging up the phone; or choosing to stay silent instead of being goaded into an argument.

This method works well for: most interactions if you’re able to physically leave the space.

For Naomi, this method looks like leaving the room or the gathering when Ken makes crude jokes, or not replying to Ken’s text messages that contain offensive comments.

Short-Term Strategy: Go Gray Rock

Coined by a blogger named Skylar in 2012, the gray rock method is a strategy for dealing with unwanted behaviors when we can’t exit an interaction physically, but still want to curtail our involvement in it. Going gray rock entails becoming as unresponsive and unexpressive as


























































	NAOMI:	“I can’t come over for dinner every week.”


	ARIA: 	“But, Naomi, we’re family. Don’t you think it’s a little ridiculous that you’re so offended by Ken’s jokes?”


	NAOMI: 	“That may be your opinion, but I can’t come over for dinner every week.”


	ARIA: 	“Can’t, or won’t? This seems like a trivial hill to die on, doesn’t it?”


	NAOMI: 	“I can’t come over for dinner every week.”
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