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When Someone Else’s Pain Becomes Your
Assignment
The Difficult Work of Caring Without Losing Ourselves

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

Someone you love becomes quiet. Before they say anything, you notice the change. Your attention moves
toward their face, their tone, the distance between you. You begin reviewing the last conversation. Did you
disappoint them? Have you missed something? What would make this better?

Perhaps you offer reassurance, change your plans, or take on something you do not have the capacity to
carry. Their mood improves, and you feel relief. Only later do you notice that you are tired, resentful, or
uncertain about what you wanted. Somewhere between recognizing their distress and responding to it, their
pain became your assignment.

There may be real love in that response. There may also be fear, habit, or a hope that being sufficiently
helpful will preserve your place in the relationship. These motives can coexist. How do we remain
responsive to another person without becoming wholly responsible for their emotional life? And how do
we recognize our own limits without using them to avoid the responsibilities that love actually brings?

Why Another Person’s Distress Can Feel So Urgent
When someone we love is struggling, we are affected. Their sadness, anger, fear, or disappointment can
move us toward them. Relationships involve concern, generosity, and a willingness to be inconvenienced.
Yet concern can become something more urgent: I cannot be okay until you are okay.

A partner’s disappointment may feel like evidence that we have failed. Their silence may awaken the fear
that connection is slipping away. Their anger may bring an immediate impulse to explain, appease, or
make things right. The urgency can make it difficult to ask what help is wanted, what we can reasonably
offer, or whether the problem is ours to solve.

We begin responding to the threat we feel rather than only to the difficulty they are experiencing. This
does not make our care insincere. It suggests that caring for another person may also have become a way to
manage our own fear.

How We Learn to Care by Watching the Room
Some people learned early to pay close attention to the emotional weather around them. A parent’s
expression, footsteps, or silence could signal whether the evening would be peaceful or difficult. A child
might become helpful, entertaining, agreeable, or unusually mature. They might comfort a distressed
parent, mediate conflict, hide their needs, or try to prevent anger. These responses can make sense in the
family where they develop.
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Over time, a child may come to expect: There is room for me when I make things easier for you. Being
needed can become closely connected to feeling loved. Having needs of one’s own may feel risky, selfish,
or unlikely to bring comfort.

Not everyone who cares intensely grew up this way. Temperament, culture, religious teachings, gender
expectations, present responsibilities, and the circumstances of a particular relationship also matter. Earlier
experience offers possibilities for understanding, not a complete explanation of anyone’s life. Still, when
care feels compulsory, it can be useful to ask what we learned would happen if we stopped making
everything easier.

The Strength Within the Pattern
People who carry others’ distress often have real capacities: sensitivity, reliability, generosity, and an
ability to notice what others miss. They may be the person who remembers, checks in, anticipates
difficulties, or remains available when life becomes painful. The difficulty is that these strengths can
become organized around securing connection. We may become so attentive to another person that our
own experience fades from view.

There may be competing concerns within the same person: a wish to anticipate needs, an urgency to end a
painful moment, and a fear of being unwanted or left alone. Parts language can be one optional way to
describe these concerns. Naming them does not establish an inner structure or explain the helpfulness for
us; what each concern means still needs to be discovered.

The same behavior can arise from affection, necessity, fear, or several motives at once. The task is to
understand when our ability to care remains a choice and when it begins to feel like the price of belonging.

When Helping Leaves Someone Unmet
Imagine one partner comes home discouraged after a difficult day. The other immediately offers
suggestions, reassurance, and ways to improve the situation. The discouraged partner says, “You’re not
listening.” The helper feels hurt: “I’m trying to help. Nothing I say is good enough.” One feels unseen; the
other feels unappreciated. Both become more frustrated.

The helper may be responding sincerely while also finding the partner’s distress difficult to tolerate.
Problem-solving offers something to do. Listening requires remaining with an experience that may not
resolve quickly. Meeting the discouraged partner might begin with: “That sounds exhausting. Do you want
me to listen, help you think it through, or give you some quiet?”

The answer may be different from what the helper expected. And even when the response is thoughtful, the
partner may remain upset. Care can be meaningful without producing immediate relief. Another person’s
continuing pain does not, by itself, mean we have failed them.
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When Support Becomes Taking Over
Sometimes we begin doing things another person could participate in doing: arranging, remembering,
explaining, deciding, repairing, or managing the consequences of their choices. At first, this may seem
easier. We know how to get things done. Waiting feels uncomfortable. Asking may lead to disappointment
or conflict.

Gradually, one person becomes responsible for keeping life moving while the other becomes less involved.
The arrangement may leave both people dissatisfied: one feels burdened; the other may feel managed,
criticized, or less capable. Family systems theory describes patterns of overfunctioning and
underfunctioning. These terms concern a relationship pattern, not a judgment about who is stronger or
more valuable.

The amount of work alone does not establish the pattern. Illness, disability, caregiving, financial pressures,
and differences in capacity can require genuinely unequal contributions. Fairness does not always mean
doing the same amount. The question is whether responsibilities reflect actual needs and agreements, or
whether one person repeatedly takes over because allowing the other to struggle feels intolerable. Helping
can support another person’s agency; it can also unintentionally replace it.

What Happens When We Are the One Who Needs Care
Giving may be a real pleasure and still become the only place in a relationship where we feel secure. When
someone offers to help us, the familiar competence has less to do. We may be relieved and then start
supervising, minimizing the need, or taking the task back. The question is not whether we can learn to do
less. It is whether the arrangement can include our reliance and preferences as well as our contribution.

Research on helping motivation by Weinstein and Ryan distinguishes helping experienced as chosen from
helping organized by pressure (2010). That distinction offers a way to examine our own response without
making difficult duties optional. Care can remain demanding and valuable. We may need a more honest
agreement, practical assistance, or room to acknowledge the cost before deciding what should change. If
the other person is unwilling to participate, that also belongs in the account; it should not become another
defect in our ability to ask.

Being Needed Is Not the Same as Being Known
A person can be indispensable and lonely. Others may know they are dependable without knowing when
they are frightened, tired, uncertain, or in need of tenderness. They may be appreciated for what they
provide while feeling unfamiliar to the people closest to them. Sometimes they have learned to conceal
their needs so well that others assume they have few. Sometimes others have become comfortable
receiving care without offering much in return.

An unspoken hope may develop: If I care for you well enough, you will notice what I need without my
having to ask. That longing is understandable. Being noticed without having to explain everything can feel
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deeply loving. But when our needs remain hidden, the relationship may depend on a bargain the other
person has never clearly heard.

We may need to say, “I want to be here for you, and I also need you to ask how I am,” or, “I have been
taking care of this without telling you how much it is costing me.” Making our needs visible does not
guarantee a responsive relationship. It does make the relationship more available to honest examination.

When Caring Is Expected Rather Than Chosen
Care takes place within families and societies that assign responsibility unevenly. Gender, culture, religion,
economic dependence, and family roles can shape who is expected to notice needs, absorb disappointment,
maintain relationships, or put themselves last. Some people are praised for selflessness while being given
little room to refuse.

Much of this work is difficult to see: remembering appointments, anticipating problems, planning meals,
noticing tension, or keeping track of what everyone needs. Research on household mental labor describes
how unevenly these responsibilities can be distributed. In such circumstances, telling someone to “stop
overfunctioning” may overlook work that still needs to happen. Children still need care. Bills still need
payment. A dependent family member may still require support.

The question must also become: Who will take responsibility for this work? Who has the freedom to say
no? Who bears the consequences when a need is left unmet? Personal change may involve tolerating guilt.
Relational change may require redistributing responsibilities, addressing power, and making invisible work
visible.

The Work Beneath the Visible Task
Daminger’s interview study distinguishes anticipating needs, identifying options, deciding, and monitoring
as components of cognitive household labor (2019). Reich-Stiebert and colleagues’ review also identifies
the unequal burden and costs of this work, while noting that much of the research concerns Western
middle-class samples (2023). A person who has stopped doing a chore may still own the responsibility for
ensuring it happens. Handing over execution alone may leave the burden almost unchanged.

A useful agreement can name who plans, who acts, and what coverage exists when capacity changes.
Those details are emotionally consequential: they can determine whether someone is ever off duty or able
to receive rest without anticipating a failure. Fairness may require unequal contributions. Dependence does
not make the person receiving care less entitled to a voice. Shared influence and relational responsibility,
emphasized in Knudson-Martin’s clinical account of power (2013), concern what people can actually
discuss and change, not simply whether the conversation sounds mutual.
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Disappointment Does Not Settle What We Owe
Another person’s disappointment matters. It does not automatically mean we have done something wrong.
A partner may be disappointed because we cannot talk tonight. That disappointment might identify a
pattern of repeatedly avoiding important conversations. It might also reflect a reasonable limit after an
exhausting day.

The distinction depends on what has happened, what was promised, and whether the relationship has room
for both people’s needs. We can ask: Have I broken an agreement? Am I avoiding something that is mine
to address? Have I offered a realistic time to return? Or am I treating any disappointment as evidence that I
must give more?

Guilt can alert us to a responsibility we have neglected. It can also appear when we stop following an old
rule about always being available. Neither guilt nor relief can determine the answer alone. We need to
consider the actual relationship.

Differentiation: Remaining Connected Without Disappearing
Differentiation involves developing the capacity to remain emotionally connected while thinking,
choosing, and speaking from our own experience. A partner might say: “I care that you’re upset. I can
listen for a while, but I can’t cancel what I’ve already committed to.” Or: “I understand why this
disappointed you. I still think the decision was right for me.”

Remaining connected can also require saying: “I agreed to handle this, and I didn’t. Your frustration makes
sense. I need to follow through.” Differentiation includes responsibility as well as limits. It asks us to
remain truthful while being affected by another person.

For someone who has secured closeness through helpfulness, this can feel threatening. If the other remains
unhappy, what happens to the relationship? If we cannot make everything better, what do we have to offer?
We may need to discover that our presence, honesty, and willingness to participate matter even when they
do not remove another person’s pain.

When Boundaries Become a Way to Avoid Responsibility
“I’m not responsible for your feelings” can contain an important distinction. We cannot guarantee another
adult’s emotional state. But the same sentence can shut down a conversation about our behavior. If we
have been dismissive, broken a promise, or repeatedly left our partner carrying shared responsibilities,
their hurt has something to do with what we have done. We need to listen, acknowledge impact, and
consider change.

We are responsible for how we participate in a relationship, even when we are not responsible for
producing a particular emotional outcome. Similarly, exhaustion does not make a dependent person’s
needs disappear. It may mean additional support is necessary or the arrangement must change. A workable
boundary helps us participate sustainably. It should also make clearer what remains our responsibility.
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Learning to Notice the Transition
The moment concern becomes compulsion can be subtle. We might notice a tight chest, a pit in the
stomach, or a sudden need to act. Our attention narrows. We stop asking what we want and begin
calculating what will keep the other person from being unhappy. A useful pause might begin with: What
did I actually notice? What am I afraid it means? What is mine to do here?

Perhaps we noticed silence and assumed anger. We can ask rather than immediately apologize. Perhaps we
forgot something we promised. We can take responsibility. Perhaps our partner is facing a difficulty we
cannot solve. We can offer company without pretending we have an answer. A more honest response
might be: “I want to hear what happened. I have about twenty minutes now, and more time tomorrow.”

The purpose is to become clearer about what care is wanted, what we can offer, and what belongs to each
person. Where refusal brings threats, intimidation, or retaliation, the problem extends beyond a habit of
giving too much. Safety and confidential support take priority over practicing greater vulnerability
together.

Testing a More Honest Arrangement
In a fictional example, one sibling arranges a parent’s appointments while the other helps when asked. The
first assumes taking everything back will be easier than explaining how the planning works. They
recognize a wish for their parent to be reliably cared for and a fear that needing assistance means failing
them. After checking what the second sibling can manage, they agree that scheduling, reminders, and
follow-up will move together. Essential coverage remains explicit.

The first week brings relief and continued checking. A missed reminder exposes a gap, which they address
with backup rather than a verdict about who loves their parent. If the second sibling repeatedly declines the
responsibility, the account needs another revision. The lesson is dependable care and a more accurate
distribution of work. It is not a test of whether the first sibling can stop worrying.

Guilt can accompany a reasonable change and also point toward an actual neglected commitment.
Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek’s review gives a basis for distinguishing behavior-focused guilt from
global self-condemnation (2007); neither feeling is a verdict about this arrangement. The
self-determination framework keeps connection, competence, and authorship in view together (Center for
Self-Determination Theory, n.d.). We can want to contribute and need help, remain concerned and stop
supervising everything, or decide that available resources are still inadequate. Carrying that actual result
into the next agreement gives reflection a place in ordinary life.

Letting Care Include the Person Who Offers It
Changing this pattern can bring grief as well as relief. We may discover how much of our identity has
depended on being useful. We may feel unsure of our place when we are not fixing, anticipating, or
carrying. Some relationships welcome a more visible self; others resist the change. Their response tells us
something about the relationship. It does not settle our worth.
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We can remain generous. We can make sacrifices we believe in, accept real responsibilities, and allow
ourselves to be needed. We can also receive, rest, ask for help, and acknowledge what we cannot change.
Perhaps caring without losing ourselves begins with allowing two experiences to matter at the same time:
Your pain matters to me, and what happens to me as I respond also matters.

Someone we love can have a difficult evening. We can remain interested, compassionate, and willing to
help. Their pain may continue. Our limits may disappoint them. The relationship may still contain care.
Intimacy becomes more possible when the person offering support is also allowed to be a person -
someone with feelings, needs, responsibilities, and a life that belongs to them.

Clinical Foundations and Further Reading
This article brings together research, clinical theory and educational interpretation. Access to informing
works varies: some sources were read as original passages, others as abstracts or an institutional
explanation. Examples are fictional or illustrative. BKL’s practices are educational adaptations; findings
from the informing research and therapies do not establish their effectiveness.
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