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Caring Without Losing Yourself - About 4 minutes

When You Are Helpful but Still Unmet

Being appreciated for what you do can coexist with wanting company.

Someone is carrying the boxes upstairs. In the middle of being grateful, you wish they would put one down and
ask how you are.

Practical care can be real while another need remains untouched. It is easy to feel disloyal for noticing the gap.
Someone has helped; perhaps wanting more sounds ungrateful. Or you may begin to dismiss the help because
it did not reach the part of you that most wanted company.

There is room for a more accurate account of both.

Calla and Dev are fictional partners. Calla has spent Saturday organizing a neighborhood book fair. Dev sees
the boxes in the hall and begins moving them. Calla appreciates his effort, but she had hoped to tell him about
a conversation that moved her. She has not said that yet.

DevV's attention to the boxes does not establish that he is uninterested. Calla's disappointment also deserves
attention. She wanted to be known in something she experienced, beyond the work she completed.

“Thank you for doing the boxes. I'd like some company too. Is this a time you could listen?”

That is one way Calla might make the wish visible. Dev could be willing, tired or unavailable. The response will
tell her more than guessing what he ought to say if he loves her.

If he agrees, there is another small choice for Calla: can she remain with her own story long enough to tell it?
She may be accustomed to turning attention back toward him before she has said what matters. Letting him
listen can feel unfamiliar even when it is welcome.

There is no requirement that she persist with this particular conversation. She can decide she is too tired,
accept the practical help or seek company elsewhere. Her generosity at the fair does not become suspect
because she wants encouragement afterward.

Knudson-Martin's account of couple relationships draws attention to power and mutual support.[1] Not
everyone has an equal opportunity to express a need. Income, disability, discrimination and cultural
expectations can affect whose wishes receive attention and what happens when someone refuses a role.

A more polished request cannot correct those conditions by itself. Repeated dismissal is information about
the relationship, not simply a prompt to keep improving the wording. A willing response is information too. It
deserves to be noticed when it happens.

For Calla, the immediate distinction is modest: Dev is helping with the boxes, and she would like him to hear
about her day. Keeping both facts visible avoids turning appreciation into silence or disappointment into a
verdict on his whole character.

The companion looks at what it costs to become indispensable. Here the overlooked thing is the helper’s own
wish to be asked how the day went.

The boxes can stay where they are for a few minutes. If someone takes the chair beside you, there is a chance
to say what this day has been like.
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Companion reading - When Someone Else’s Pain Becomes Your Assignment

Full pathway companion - included with paid learning
Pathway introduction: Caring Without Losing Yourself (public introduction; full modules require access).

Sources and further reading

[1] Knudson-Martin, C. (2013). Why power matters: Creating a foundation of mutual support in couple relationships. Family Process, 52(1),
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