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Keep Talking Revolution Podcast 

Episode 85 

Learning How to Manage 

Relationship Anxiety Without  

[00:00:00] All right. Hello everyone. Today on the podcast I'm following up on 

the conversation that I had last week with Brooke Rasmussen about 

differentiation. So if you haven't listened to that episode, Actually from two 

weeks ago. 

We're posting every two weeks now here on the podcast. But go ahead and go 

back and listen to Brooke share about some concepts and principles of 

differentiation that she's learned both in her study as a marriage and family 

therapy student, and also all of her wealth of experience being a wife and a 

mother of eight. 

It was so funny when I went to publish that episode and I shared it with Brooke. 

She told me I had a vulnerability hangover after that, and I was so nervous 

about publishing it and hearing it from you for the first time. And when I 

listened, I was like, oh, I didn't even share anything super juicy. It [00:01:00] 

was just that those lessons were so hard earned. 

And so I wanna share with you today a few more of my really hard earned 

lessons on differentiation from my own marriage and from my family and 

upbringing. And as I do this, it is vulnerable. And I also want to acknowledge 

that my perception of how things happened is gonna be different from my 

family members. 

So my husband's perception is a little bit different. When I talk about my 

childhood, my parents and my siblings, my three brothers, they will all have 

different perceptions of how things happened and what went down during those 

years. And I just wanna acknowledge as I share this, If you know me in real life, 

you might see things differently than I do, and that is totally okay. 

I'm trying to share what I've learned because [00:02:00] I think it's helpful, but I 

also wanna acknowledge that the way I see things is not like the gold standard 

truth. So a little bit about differentiation from my perspective, I love this book 

that I mentioned last week. The book is called Everything Isn't Terrible, and I'll 
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link that in the show notes so that you can read it if you're interested or listen to 

it on Audible. 

That's what I did, but I also have it in hard copy. She talks about families being. 

Anxiety managing systems. So you can think about how did you learn to 

manage anxiety from your family? And so from a very young age, I'm the 

second child in my family. I have three brothers, and the role I played in my 

family was kind of the golden child role. 

Dr. Kathleen Smith would describe this as over-functioning, which is one of her 

[00:03:00] four anxiety managing strategies, so their distance over or under-

functioning, conflict, and triangles. So I was the golden child. I got really good 

grades. I was almost always a straight-A student. I do remember the few times 

that I didn't get straight A's that being very, unacceptable. 

That was one thing I remembered. I also played musical instruments relatively 

well. I was never a super-talented musician, but I played music. In junior high 

when I played the flute, I was the first chair flute player, which wasn't a huge 

ordeal at that time. But, I got good grades. I was fairly good musically, and also 

I was fairly good at sports. 

I played soccer, growing up, soccer competitively, but I felt really invisible to 

my family. And when I had difficult emotions, my [00:04:00] go-to kind of 

trauma response was the flight response, so my flight response would kick in 

and no one really helped me figure out how to deal with that. And that's 

something I've come to understand more as I've gotten older. 

Is how that flight response works and how to kind of reframe some of my 

feelings so that I can stay more engaged in the emotion and work through. So I 

was the golden child. I also grew up in a very conservative Christian 

community, and the sense that I got was it was our role as women to get married 

and have babies as soon as possible. 

So that was something that I was taught in my religious community, but I was 

also taught in my family that it was very important to get an education. And that 

I should have some sort of an education where I could provide for myself if I 

needed to. And honestly, I'm really grateful that I was taught that, in [00:05:00] 

addition to being taught to marry young, I did not get married young. 

Considering the community that I grew up in, I was 27 years old when I got 

married, so kind of part of my identity before I was married was being the smart 

one. And I remember hearing that from my mom a lot. Like when I was 
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thinking about what I wanted to do, what type of degree I would get, or, or 

something like that, you know, I would say, oh, I think I wanna be a hairdresser. 

Or something and my mom would say, you're too smart for that. So I knew I 

was like the smart one and that being the smart one was important. And I ended 

up going to school for engineering at the encouragement of some of my school 

teachers and my parents, and I did fairly well in engineering. The first time I 

remember thinking, maybe this isn't really what I want from my life. I was just, 

I had enrolled, when I started college, I had enrolled in a, in a [00:06:00] very 

accelerated bachelor's and master's program, and I was just getting ready to kind 

of get into the more master's level coursework in engineer. 

And that's when I realized I don't really like this enough to get a Master's degree 

in it, but I was too afraid to change. 

I was too afraid to change my major or to figure out really what I wanted and, 

pursue something different. So I finished my master's degree and I did, you 

know, I was still relatively assertive. The thesis advisor that I had was kind of 

encouraging me to study this certain [00:07:00] area within my graduate 

program and, and I chose my thesis topic and it was, It was something that, that 

was a good fit for me. 

And so I'm not saying that I was totally forced into doing everything I didn't 

want to do and that I had no choice. But I, looking back on what I know now 

about myself, I would've done things differently. So I graduated, I got my 

master's degree in mechanical engineering when I was 22, which is pretty dang, 

young 

But I, um, I actually had a boyfriend right at that time that I was in graduate 

school. And, um, I kind of stuck around in Utah thinking that maybe we would 

get married and he broke up with me right as I was finishing graduate school 

and getting ready to start my first job. So I started working at the utility 

company and I didn't have a boyfriend anymore, and I was pretty single for the 

five years until I met my husband. 

I dated a few guys very [00:08:00] casually during that time but I didn't really 

have any serious boyfriends during that time. The thing that I felt a lot during 

that time is I didn't feel very dateable to the kind of guys that I wanted to date. 

So I've always been interested in more, more goal-oriented smart guys. 

Kind of guys who are more similar to me. You know, they have career 

ambitions and goals and it seemed to me like those kind of guys were interested 
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in a different kind of girl than who I was. They were interested in, girls who 

honestly weren't as threatening to them and their accomplishments, and I could 

sense that a lot when I was dating that as soon as people found out, like about 

my education and my career. 

The fact that I owned a home that seemed to be a mark against me because I 

was a woman. So I met Mario at work. he had just [00:09:00] finished graduate 

school and started working at the utility company where I worked when he 

became interested in me, and I was a little bit hesitant to date him because I 

didn't really wanna date someone from. 

But when we went out for the very first time, the thing that I remember, and I 

remember telling my sister-in-law this, I said, this is a guy who sees me as a 

person. He's not looking at me as like, is this woman wife material? Will she be 

a good mom? Will she take good care of me? But he really just wanted to know 

me and who I was, and that was so refreshing. 

And it was also really refreshing to me that he wasn't threatened by my 

academic accomplishments, and he didn't seem turned off by the idea that at that 

time, because I'd been working longer than him, I was making more money than 

him. So those were kind of the, the feelings that brought us together.[00:10:00]  

There were also some red flags when we were dating and when we got engaged, 

things moved more quickly than I think we should have, and I think that I was 

really the one who pushed that because I was feeling like I gotta hold onto this 

guy. Who cares about me and who isn't threatened by me. And so I, I feel like I 

push things along a little bit more quickly than I should have, and we got 

married fairly quickly. 

But at the same time as I reflect on that, you know, it's really easy as Gottman 

says, when, when things start to get hard. To look back and rewrite history in a 

negative light and the way that I choose to look at that now, the most helpful 

way for me is I made the very wisest and best choice that I could have with the 

information and the level of emotional maturity that I had at the time. 

So soon after we got married, you know, I should just tell you guys what the 

timeline was because, so you [00:11:00] can see, so we, we started dating in 

November. We had known each other for a few months at that point. We started 

dating in November. We got married in June. We were engaged for six weeks. 

And one of the reasons for that very quick timeline was I had a brother who was 

getting ready to go to Afghanistan. 
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So we thought when all the family's here in June, let's get married. So we did 

that. So soon after we got married, I started to see that there were expectations 

that Mario had of me that I could not fulfill. I was not ready. I was not willing to 

fulfill those expectations. And this is when we had that challenge of trying to 

figure out how to navigate that in a way where we could both feel good about 

ourselves and the relationship. 

So there were a few things that I tried early on. That did not work for us. One of 

the things I tried was confrontation and anger. I [00:12:00] had seen that 

happen. I had seen my dad use that as a way to kind of get his way in the 

family, and Mario was not responsive to that, and that was really frustrating to 

me because we were in this constant power struggle. 

And honestly, now I'm really grateful. I'm really grateful that he was not that 

man to just cower down and be like, whatever you want, dear. I'll do whatever 

you want, because it's been better for us in the long run. But at the time it was 

very frustrating. I was like, can't you see how angry I am? Why can't you just 

respond to me? 

So I tried that and that did not work. I also, kind of pulled back into my over 

functioning. Which is what I had learned in childhood, and this is a pretty 

common dynamic that I see with over-functioning is. I think especially when 

women over function, then they're like, Hey, look how much I'm doing. 

Don't you think I deserve to be treated better? Or don't you think I [00:13:00] 

deserve to have my needs met? So I would try and appease him and over 

function, and what that created for me was I was feeling resentful and I was 

feeling like I was being exploited in my marriage. So a lot of times then you get 

to this point where you feel like you're doing too much. 

And a lot of the advice was, you just need to stop doing things. So there were a 

few times when I would kind of say, you don't get it. I'm doing everything. I'm 

doing all the housework. I'm doing way more than my fair share. I'm just gonna 

quit doing your laundry. And that just, that again, because Mario was not the 

kind of person to cower and say, okay, I get it dear. I'll do better. He's never 

been that kind of person that didn't work for us.  

So, you know, a lot of these kind of techniques and strategies that families use 

to manage their anxiety and kind of keep things at, uh, what, um, I've heard 

somebody describe as like a stable misery, you know, [00:14:00] everything's 

relatively stable from the out outside, but we're, we're kind of miserable 

underneath it. 
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All those ways that we were trying to manage our anxiety and the relationship 

weren't. So one of the, one of those strategies that Kathleen Smith describes that 

has never really tr I've never really tried in my marriage. She, she talks about 

triangles and I think the reason why I never tried that is. 

It's because I was too ashamed of the fact that my marriage wasn't going well to 

really let someone know how it was going so that they could kind of rescue me 

from that or become my outlet to vent. So I didn't really ever have someone who 

I was venting to. That might have happened a couple of times, but that wasn't 

really it. 

The thing that Mario was doing a lot of during this. Was distance. That was his 

strategy to kind of give me the silent treatment or avoid the issue by not being 

honest about, you know, what he was doing to kind [00:15:00] of get his way 

without confronting me about it. So those were kind of some of the things that 

were happening in our marriage. 

And, of course that got to a breaking point, which I have talked about a few 

times on the podcast. And when we were at that point, that breaking point in our 

relationship, the way that I remember it is there was a lot of conflict about 

housework and who was doing what. I felt like I was doing most of everything 

more than I should be expected to do. 

And whenever I suggested to Mario or asked for his help or. , you know, 

pointed something out, that I needed from him. He would become very angry 

and hostile toward me. 

So we were at this breaking point and we made it through the holidays, 

[00:16:00] and I said to him after the holidays were over and he had blown up 

about something. And I remember I was very much in control of my emotions. 

This was not an emotional outburst. This was not a grab for control or a power 

struggle type conversation. 

I just said very plainly to him, if this doesn't stop, then we can't be married 

anymore. And so when I coach clients on boundaries, I wanna suggest and help 

you to get to that point where it's not an emotional reaction to a behavior. It 

comes from a place of self-respect and a really clear view of what you need to 

be in a healthy relationship with this person. 

That's where a good healthy boundary is gonna come. That's when it's not gonna 

sound like an ultimatum. It's not gonna create more of a power struggle. 

[00:17:00] So we got to that breaking point. And the truth of the matter is, is I 
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still had a lot of work to do to do my part in this relationship, and that's the thing 

I wanna point out here. 

More than anything else is, of course, Mario's behavior was not acceptable, but 

that was not what I could change. 

So the work that I had to do from this period of me saying, this cannot continue. 

We have to do this differently for it to work, my work was not done. So one of 

the things I had to do was separating my sense of. From having a perfect house, 

having everything cleaned the way I wanted to, having the meals prepped the 

way I wanted to every night, letting that, how orderly and well run my 

household [00:18:00] was not be my sense of self. 

And that's not easy, especially as a woman, especially as someone whose whole 

identity has been wrapped around how well you function. Letting go of that is 

difficult, but that was part of my work and I'm still not perfect at it. I still cringe 

sometimes when I see what my daughter puts on in the morning and I see how 

her hair looks when I pick her up after school, because to me, part of my 

identity is, or what I've been taught my identity should be is like sending. 

Perfectly presentable kids to school. You know, those types of things. In order 

for my marriage to work well and for my family to work well, I have to let go of 

some of that. The other thing I've had to do to make my marriage work better is 

to not let [00:19:00] Mario's behavior. Not let his behavior escalate my 

unhealthy behaviors. 

So one of the questions that's really important here is what are you doing that 

makes them kind of able to justify what they're doing? So of course, we're not 

taking responsibility for someone else's behavior, but if I'm being difficult, then 

that just gives my husband more justification for being difficult. 

So a lot of times what would happen is Mario would do what I would call 

deflect and escalate, like be dismissive to me. This is not my problem. This is 

actually you. You're the bigger problem. And then I would jump in and protest. 

So of course I can't take responsibility for the deflection and the escalation, but 

the minute I start to protest, then I'm just making it worse instead of better. 

So learning how to not [00:20:00] get sucked into unproductive arguments 

without using one of those unhealthy coping skills. So without over-functioning 

or triangulating, or shutting down or escalating the conflict with more conflict, 

I've gotta learn how. Manage that unproductive argument in a healthy way. And 

for me, that's taking a break. 
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That's coming back and clarifying. That's acknowledging what I'm hearing, 

agreeing with the things I can agree with, and holding my ground on the things 

that I feel like are unfair. It is not easy to do . It takes a lot of practice and a lot 

of learning, but that has been an important. Learning for us to make our 

marriage work better. 

The other thing that has been really helpful for me is shifting away from black 

and white rules and creating a set [00:21:00] of principles for how I'm gonna 

behave in my relationships. And this is another concept that honestly I learned 

before I read the book. Everything isn't terrible, but she talks a lot about in her 

book.  

So staying true to my principles of what a healthy relationship is, regardless of 

what Mario expects from me. So like I spoke about a little bit earlier on in the 

episode, I felt like coming into the marriage. Mario expected things from me 

that I couldn't fulfill, almost to the point where I felt like I was being exploited 

because I felt like there was a double standard, like some of the expectations 

were very sexist, , like my role as a woman was to, for him to come home and 

to meet, for me to be like, oh baby, you've been working so hard. 

Why don't you rest and let me get you a [00:22:00] beer and let me take care of. 

I didn't want to do that. I couldn't do that and feel good about myself in the 

relationship and feel good about the relationship. So for me, making that shift 

from care taking, which I think is an expectation that a lot of men have, that 

they don't recognize how harmful that is to the relationship. 

Making the shift from caretaking. To caring about each other. So there's kind of 

this middle ground I feel that is tricky to to balance when you have a spouse that 

expects to be cared for more like a child than a partner is seeing that for what it 

is and saying, I still care about you and I want to care about you, but I don't 

want to be your mom.[00:23:00]  

So, you know, there was an example, and I, I'm pretty sure I've shared this on 

the podcast before, when I asked him he was going to get surgery for a jaw 

surgery because he'd broken all the bones in his face and I asked him if there 

was anything I could do for him, and he asked me to make him a pumpkin pie 

and I couldn't, at that time, I just couldn't do it. 

It felt like the expectation of like a good woman was to take care of others 

regardless of the sacrifice to oneself it might be. And so I said, no, I can't do 

that. And the way I would like to respond in the future is to be reassuring as I 

say no. And also look at are there some ways I can juggle my responsibilities so 
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that I could say yes more without giving up on my own goals, dreams, and self-

care. So no, I can't do that for you, but I do still [00:24:00] care about you. Is 

there something else I can do for you that doesn't require two hours of my time 

and labor and time away from taking care of these two very young, dependent 

kids? 

Is there some other way I can show you that I care about you, that doesn’t take 

too much from me? That's what I would've done if I could go back and look at 

that again. So, so just, you know, some of the things that we've done over the 

past few years to make our marriage work better is me letting go of my identity 

as a perfect wife and mom, and not needing to have everything perfect for me to 

feel good about myself, not needing to be in that over-functioning role to feel 

like I'm enough. 

That's been one thing, learning how to not get sucked into unproductive 

arguments and to not give Mario more ammo for justifying his bad behavior in 

[00:25:00] the relationship. And then also, um, making that shift from more 

rules and roles in the marriage to what are the principles of a healthy marriage 

and how can we show that we care about each. 

Without giving up more than we can give, so of course I know you want the 

good news of what's happened for us since we've figured this out, one of the 

really big things is we can work through issues like we still have housework 

issues. We just had one a couple weeks ago that I shared about with picking up 

the, the family living spaces. 

We can approach these issues with chores and c. From a more cooperative 

position, which is really nice. And then also that shift from caretaking to caring 

about each other. It feels so much more meaningful to care for one another 

when it's not an expectation or an [00:26:00] obligation. It's really genuine and 

sincere, and I would say that that plays out in our intimate relationship as well, 

but it's not so forced and orchestrated. It's very much more genuine and caring. 

And also now that we've kind of let go of that, you always have to say yes when 

I ask something, because that's your role. I feel a lot more free to say no. And 

then it makes it easier to say yes.  

So if you're thinking about this and you're wondering, Ugh, am I even willing to 

undertake something that sounds so challenging and so hard? Just like Brooke 

was saying last episode a couple weeks ago, think about what do you want your 

marriage or your relationship to look like in several years when all of your 

shared family responsibilities are gone?  
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If you [00:27:00] weren't dependent on your partner to help you with childcare, 

with paying for your lifestyle or with accomplishing tasks of the home. If you 

weren't dependent on them for any of those things, why would you still wanna 

be with them? That's really why differentiation and why learning how to 

manage the anxiety of your relationship in a more healthy way. That's why it's 

worth it, so that even if you don't depend on each other for. 

Lifestyle, you still wanna be together. So that's what I wanna leave you with 

today. I hope this has been helpful, if you're a new listener, thank you and 

welcome. If you've been listening for a while and you haven't taken a chance yet 

to review the podcast, I would really love it if you would do that for me. 

This podcast doesn't reach as many people as it. [00:28:00] Unless people get in 

and review it and share it. So if this has been helpful for you, please do that. The 

other thing I wanna ask you or encourage you to do is join our mailing list, 

because I have some great new bonuses and exclusive content that I'm emailing 

out to the newsletter subscribers. 

So one of the things that I have coming up very soon that's just going out to the 

email list is a review of this book that I've been talking about this. Everything 

isn't terrible. So if you want a quick 30 minute rundown of this book with a 

worksheet, make sure you get on that mailing list and we'll be back in two 

weeks. 

Next month on the podcast, we're gonna be talking a little bit more about 

physical and emotional intimacy, which is not something I talk about super 

often just because we talk about communication so much here. But I have a a 

few more great guests coming. And I'd love to have you guys back as we talk 

about that in February.[00:29:00]  


