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Introduction

We truly live in anxious times. In a recent public opinion poll, the
American Psychiatric Association reported that a majority of Ameri‑
cans are anxious about their safety, their health, their finances, their
relationships, and, of course, politics. We fight on Facebook, we flee
the Thanksgiving table, or we freeze up and hope someone calmer
will solve the world’s problems. Stuck on high alert, we’ve stopped
looking at the facts and started assessing situations based on our feel‑
ings. We’re reacting instead of acting, leading, and calming the hell
down.
I live and work as a therapist in perhaps the most anxious city in
America: Washington, DC. Many of my clients want to be beacons
of calmness and wisdom in our anxious world. Others just want to
get through the day without snapping at their mother or stalking
their ex’s Instagram. They rely heavily on encouragement from oth‑
ers. Some of them fear vulnerability in their relationships or avoid
their anxious coworkers. Others simply feel overwhelmed by the
dumpster fire that is our country right now. Sound familiar?
At the end of the day, we all just want long-term, life-altering
change. We all want to live a life guided by principle rather than fear
or worry. And deep down, we do have the capacity to calm ourselves.
We are capable of shutting off our autopilot and grabbing the con‑
trols. And by choosing how we handle our anxiety, we choose our
fate. So let me tell you about a theory that changed my life.

vii
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What’s Bowen Theory?
Every therapist has a theory that guides them in their work with cli‑
ents. Mine is a theory of human behavior known as Bowen theory.
Murray Bowen was a psychiatrist and the father of family psychother‑
apy. He was from Tennessee, just like me, and I liked his brilliant yet
folksy way of describing relationships. Traditional therapists focused on
individual people, but Dr. Bowen believed that we could only learn to
calm down when we looked at our relationship systems. Because when
we feel anxious, we often try to make other people change. We try to
calm everyone else down so we can finally relax. But if you can work
on managing yourself in these relationships, it’s likely that your family,
your workplace, and even the greater world will calm down a little too.
Dr. Bowen taught that if anxiety is generated in our relationships,
then it can also be fixed in relationships. Therefore, long-term change
doesn’t happen in isolation, or even on a therapist’s couch. It happens
when we’re willing to work on being our best selves in our most dif‑
ficult relationships. I realize this sounds gross and hard, but boy, does it
make a difference. If a person can learn to think and act for herself in her
anxious family, her anxious community, and her anxious world, then
her sense of self won’t be so dependent on the cooperation of others.
I’d love for you to think that I’m a genius, but many of the ideas in
the book come straight from Bowen theory. You don’t need to be an
expert in theory to read this book. But if you’re interested in learning
more, I’ve included some basic definitions and resources at the back
to help you get started.

Okay, But How Do I Calm Down?
Each chapter in this book will examine a particular arena of life
where anxiety can get you into trouble. We’ll take a look at your
anxious self, your relationships, your career, and the broader world.
viii
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I’ll use examples from my therapy work to help you get a better pic‑
ture of what it looks like to build a stronger self and reduce overall
anxiety. To protect the confidentiality of my clients, names and iden‑
tifying information have been changed. Each example is a composite
of many people with similar challenges. You may find that you see
yourself in a number of these people. I certainly do.
Building a solid, principled self is a complex and lifelong process.
To keep you from feeling too overwhelmed, I’ll rely on three verbs
throughout the book: observing, evaluating, and interrupting
your anxious functioning.
First, you have to start observing. Before you can change your
anxious behaviors, you need to know what they are. By observing
yourself, you’re already using the part of your brain that helps calm
you down. Much of the book will illustrate the common behaviors
that accompany anxiety, so you can become an expert at recognizing
them.
Second, you have to evaluate your behavior. You have to
take a hard look at what you do to manage your anxiety, and ask
yourself, “Is this who I really want to be?” I’ll talk about how to live
a life that is guided by thinking and by principle, and not by freaking
the hell out.
Third, you have to interrupt what’s automatic. Once you’ve
observed your automatic behaviors, and decided how you really want
to live, you have to start looking for opportunities to interrupt your
autopilot. This implies a certain level of discomfort. Because any
time you do something you wouldn’t normally do, it’s a little uncom‑
fortable. Or a lot.
After working on building a more solid self, people often comment
that their previous life is totally unrecognizable from their current
one. They spend less energy seeking approval and have more energy
to work on their goals. They have fewer emotional and physical symp‑
toms. Their relationships are more vulnerable and less anxious.
ix
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Some may argue that focusing on yourself while our world is on
fire is selfish. But I think the real problem is that there’s not enough
“self ” in how we respond to the challenges we face. The calmest
people will emerge as the change makers, because they understand
that in the anxious equation of today’s world, you are the only vari‑
able you can manipulate.
By changing yourself, you change the equation. By building a
more solid self, you might help calm down your family, your com‑
munity, and the entire planet. That’s pretty damn powerful.

x
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Part One

YOUR ANXIOUS
SELF
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CHAPTER 1

Focusing on Yourself
All his life has he looked away, to the future, to the
horizon. Never his mind on where he was, hmm?
What he was doing.
—Yoda, The Empire Strikes Back

J

ordan spent most of her first appointment telling me about Kyle,
her ex‑boyfriend. Kyle had a history of freaking out when things
got serious. He feared intimacy because he didn’t have a stable relation‑
ship with his parents. He had used Jordan to find a job and fight his
depression, and then promptly dropped her. Jordan and Kyle were no
longer a couple, but they still hung out in the same friend group and
occasionally had sex. She told me that she followed Kyle on Venmo to
see what “dumb” things he was buying for other women. She knew his
email password and logged in to see his dating app notifications. Jor‑
dan had blocked Kyle on Instagram during a moment of rage, but her
friends texted her the pictures he posted while partying with twenty-
t wo-year-olds. “Honestly, I’m embarrassed for him,” she said.
You might want to laugh, but I’m not going to throw the first stone
here. We have all been Jordan in one way or another. To be human is
to be focused on another human, especially when it’s a romantic rela‑
tionship. While Jordan gave me her dissertation on Kyle, I realized
3
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I knew nothing about this woman that didn’t relate to her ex. Her
mind was completely fixed on Kyle, and I could feel the anxiety radi‑
ating off of her.
This is the first and most daunting challenge for any therapist: to
help a person begin to focus on herself. It’s ironic, considering that
many people label therapy as a selfish practice. The reality is that
there’s rarely enough self in it. So many people come through the
door ready to complain about their partner, their parents, or their
boss. They know that they’re anxious, but they don’t see how focus‑
ing their attention outward, what I call “other-focus,” contributes to
their anxiety. Therefore, the first step in calming down is simply to
begin to think about yourself. To see how your anxiety is at work. It
sounds easy, but it isn’t.

What Is Anxiety?
It’s not surprising that Jordan was u
 ber-focused on Kyle. The habit of
focusing on others has biological origins. When we feel threatened,
we must respond to the threat. This is the simplest and best definition
of anxiety: anxiety is your response to a real or imagined threat.
Our anxiety serves a very important purpose, because the central
goal of being a human is simple: to not die for as long as you can. One
might call this, oh I don’t know . . . living. But in your quest to live,
there are a lot of things in the world that threaten you. Bears. Earth‑
quakes. Chipotle. Kyle. Fortunately, evolution has given humans a
way of surviving scary things.
You can:
(a) fight scary thing
(b) flee from scary thing
(c) freeze to hide from scary thing
(d) fret to others about scary thing
4
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Most organisms have some or all of these built‑in responses to dan‑
ger, but we humans are special. Not only can we sense danger, but we
can imagine potential danger. Your dog doesn’t worry about whether
you’ll feed him tomorrow. He only wants to know if you’re going to
finish that piece of cheese. Our ability to perceive danger has helped
us survive and thrive. But like any superpower, it can cause problems.
We end up worrying too much about hypothetical threats and not
the r eality-based problems of today.
Because humans have different genes, families, and experiences,
we vary in how sensitive we are to imagined threats. Think of it as a
built‑in alarm system. Some of us have alarms that trigger very easily,
and others do not. Maybe your alarm only goes off when there’s a real
fire, but mine will sound when I’ve only slightly burned the chicken
nuggets.
Our alarms also can evolve based on our encounters with real
threats. You’re going to be more anxious after you’ve seen a bear than
on a regular Tuesday with no bears. (In case you can’t tell, I’m very
concerned about bears.) When your alarm sounds, you don’t exactly
have time to self-reflect. If you stop to self-reflect when you’re being
chased by a bear, then you’re toast. You know that the bear is the
cause of your distress, so you need to escape it as quickly as possible.
Most human relationships, however, are more complex. But the more
we feel threatened, the more we apply the same cause-and-effect
thinking to our relationships. Our brain shifts to the tunnel vision
that plagued Jordan. We want one person to be the bear, so we make
them one. To protect ourselves, we invest a great deal of energy into
becoming experts on someone we can’t control, that is, the Kyles of
the world.
Much of the world today is caught in a state of other-focus. We
feel frightened by many things, so we see many bears. Republicans.
Democrats. Family members. People who don’t agree with us. People
who don’t look like us. No wonder everything feels terrible.
5
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The Trouble with “Why”
When someone tells you to focus on yourself, it can feel like the other
person is getting off the hook. You might think, “Aren’t some people
just terrible? Doesn’t Kyle play a role in the dysfunction of this rela‑
tionship?” You bet he does, simply by being a human. But when
Jordan became anxious about the state of their relationship, she could
only see Kyle’s part. Jordan knew that Kyle’s behaviors were a part
of the problem, so she labeled him as the cause of the problem. She
saw Kyle as the person who must change to free her from her anx‑
ious email snooping. By focusing on Kyle, she had given up her own
agency.
There are many ways we get caught in the trap of focusing on
others. When we really want someone to like us, or we worry about
someone we love, we lose sight of ourselves. When someone disagrees
with us or hurts us, we try to calm down by changing or blaming the
other person.
Focusing on another person can also look like:
• giving them excessive advice
• trying to motivate them
• worrying about them
• complaining about them
• stalking them on social media
• guessing what they’re thinking
• going out of your way to avoid them
• doing things for them they can do themselves
Humans end up in this cause-and-effect thinking because we’re
programmed to ask the question “Why?” when we’re anxious. Ask‑
ing why implies fault. It conveniently gives us someone or something
to blame. Jordan was asking herself, “Why am I so unhappy?” And
6
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she had an obvious answer to this question: “Because Kyle is a tool.”
The problem was that Kyle was not sitting in therapy. Jordan was
there, and Jordan was the only variable she could alter in this grand
equation of dysfunction. To help her focus on herself, I simply asked
Jordan a bunch of questions that didn’t start with “why.”
Me: When does Kyle make you anxious?
Jordan: When he doesn’t return my texts.
Me: What do you do when he doesn’t return them?
Jordan: I blow up his phone or call a friend to check his Instagram.
Me: How effective has that been?
Jordan: It feels good in the moment to attack him. But then I feel
terrible when I don’t get what I want. I feel more anxious.
Me: What could be more effective at calming you down? What
ideas do you have?
Jordan: I could probably not check my phone as much. Or maybe
try and take some deep breaths instead.
Weeks passed, and I tried to keep Jordan focused on how she wanted
to respond to this situation with Kyle. There were glimmers of self-
focus, but her attention always shifted back to her ex. She tried to teach
Kyle how to not talk about other women when they were together. She
tried to convince Kyle that they needed couples counseling to work on
their relationship. She hypothesized why Kyle was too immature and
would never change. Jordan put so much of her energy into trying to
manage Kyle’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. The only thing that
calmed her down after a fight was getting an apology text from him.
No wonder she was so tired and so anxious. She had forgotten that
someone else besides Kyle could calm her down—herself!
7
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Over time, Jordan’s focus began to shift back to herself. Jordan
started to notice how her relationships were a t wo-way street and that
her own stress level affected her functioning and level of maturity. She
observed how she arrived late to work when her boss was in a bad
mood. She saw that she was more likely to fight with her mother on the
phone when she had been drinking. By noticing the part she played in
every important relationship, she was ready to take responsibility for
her functioning. Because that’s what responsibility is—the ability to
respond. Jordan could see that if she learned to focus on being her best
self in her relationships, a lot of the drama would simply fizzle out.
How quickly a person can get to this place of self-focus depends on
a few things. One variable is how strong their sense of self is. We’ll
talk more about this concept in the following chapters, but the idea
is that we all have varying levels of how o
 ther-focused we tend to be.
A second variable is how much stress is present. Maybe you can stay
self-focused during a mildly challenging event. But if the stress keeps
getting cranked up, it can become difficult even for the most mature
person to not shift into blame-focused thinking that asks, “Why?”

Let’s Practice!
One way of strengthening your ability to focus on yourself is to prac‑
tice flipping other-focused questions into self-focused ones. Think of
it as hitting the reverse camera button on your phone in order to take
a selfie. Here are a few examples:
Other-focused: Why am I so anxious?
Self-focused: How do I manage my anxiety, and how effective is it?
Other-focused: Why doesn’t my family understand me?
Self-focused: What part do I play in the immature functioning
of my family?
8
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Other-focused: Why do people pile too much on my plate?
Self-focused: What do I do for others that they can do for
themselves?
Other-focused: Is my spouse really right for me?
Self-focused: How can I be the person I want to be in my
marriage?
Other-focused: Why is America such a dumpster fire?
Self-focused: What is my responsibility as a citizen in this
dumpster fire?
When you begin to focus on your part in a relationship or a prob‑
lem, a funny thing will happen—you’ll start to calm down! This is
because you’ll be focused on the one thing you can control: yourself.
My office became a place where Jordan could calm down a little bit
and begin to think more about her anxious functioning. Over time,
she got a good sense of how her intense focus on Kyle reinforced his
desire to stay away from her. They were caught in the classic rela‑
tionship dance of anxious pursuit and anxious flight. Jordan took the
focus off Kyle and started working on her friendships, her health, and
her career goals. She began to see that her happiness maybe wasn’t
dependent on Kyle’s behavior. In other words, she calmed down. And
can you guess what happened? Yep. They got back together. But now
Jordan saw that her new challenge was to continue to take responsi‑
bility for herself and her anxiety while in a relationship with Kyle.
I don’t know what happened to those two. People will often
stop coming to therapy when things have calmed down. But I hope
that Jordan found a way to keep thinking about herself when she
was tempted to focus on Kyle. People can grow up and calm down
within relationships or without them. But I’m still rooting for Jordan,
because I know what it’s like to get a small taste of your own capacity
9
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in life. I hope that she has continued to see how staying focused on
herself will make her relationships a little less anxious.

Your Questions
Observe

• In what relationships do I tend to be focused on blaming others?
• When do I try to change others in order to manage my own
anxiety?
• What emotions and physical symptoms do I experience when
I’m other-focused?
Evaluate

• How does my focus on others conflict with the person I want
to be?
• What might my best self be doing in situations in which I have
tended to blame others?
• Is there any wisdom I’d like to remember in these situations?
Interrupt

• What are upcoming opportunities for me to practice being
self-focused?
• How can I refrain from focusing on others as a way of manag‑
ing my anxiety?
• What people and resources could help me be more self-focused?

10
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Your Practice
Over the next twenty-four hours, make a note every time you find
yourself focusing anxiously on another person. Examples could be
when your significant other loads the dishwasher the wrong way or
when someone says something on social media that infuriates you.
You are other-focused anytime you want to manage the thoughts,
emotions, or behaviors of another person, even if it’s a stranger or
a celebrity. At the end of the day, give yourself one kind pat on the
back for every name on the list, and don’t beat yourself up for how
long it is. Paying attention is the most important part of change! The
more you pay attention, the more likely you are to remember to stay
focused on yourself.
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