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You Can Help Me Without Taking Charge of
Me
Co-regulation, mutual care, and the freedom to remain yourself

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

You come home carrying a difficult day. You have held yourself together through a demanding
conversation, answered messages you did not have the energy to answer, and postponed your own feelings
until there was somewhere to put them. Your partner notices that something is wrong. They ask a question,
offer a solution, or reach toward you. You want their help, but the help does not quite meet you. Before
you have finished speaking, the conversation has become about what you should do.

Perhaps your partner has a different experience. They see your distress and want to be useful. They listen,
offer reassurance, and try to make things easier. When you remain upset, they begin to feel helpless or
inadequate. Their wish to comfort becomes an urgency to produce relief. You feel managed; they feel
rejected. Both of you wanted connection, yet the attempt to help has become another difficulty between
you.

There is a question beneath this familiar sequence: can we help one another carry experience without
taking ownership of it? Can I need you without making you responsible for everything I feel? Can you care
about me without deciding what I should feel, think, or do? These questions belong at the center of
co-regulation.

We Were Never Meant to Do Everything Alone
Co-regulation names something ordinary before it names something clinical. A familiar voice helps us
regain perspective. Someone stays beside us while we cry. A friend helps us laugh after a discouraging
afternoon. A partner takes over dinner so we can recover from an exhausting day. Another person’s
presence or practical help changes what becomes possible for us.

Researchers distinguish several forms of interpersonal emotion regulation. Zaki and Williams describe
how people seek help with their own feelings and influence the feelings of others. Butler and Randall use a
more specific definition of emotional co-regulation, emphasizing reciprocal emotional processes that
contribute to stability for both people. In this article, the term describes welcome relational support that
helps us meet experience while keeping both people’s needs and choices in view. Not every comforting
exchange demonstrates the particular process measured in research.

Social baseline theory, developed by Beckes, Coan, and colleagues, offers a related perspective:
dependable social resources can change how burdensome demands are experienced. This is a theoretical
account informed by research, not a promise that closeness always helps. Who is beside us, the history of
the relationship, and whether their presence is welcome all matter.



Brian Kennedy Learning | Educational material 2

The practical implication is modest but important. Needing support is compatible with being a capable
adult. Sometimes we become more able to reflect, tolerate a feeling, or make a decision because someone
has helped us. We do not have to arrive fully settled before we deserve companionship.

What We Learned About Having Needs
Bowlby’s attachment perspective helps us ask what a person expects when need becomes visible. Will
someone make room, become irritated, take over, or disappear? Those expectations can shape both asking
and receiving. We need to learn about the actual relationship, too; difficulty trusting help may reflect
present unreliability as well as earlier experience.

Our expectations of help often have a history. A child whose distress was met with curiosity may learn that
feelings can be shared without overwhelming the relationship. A child who was hurried, criticized,
ignored, or made responsible for the adult’s response may learn something different: asking creates
trouble; tears must end quickly; other people’s needs take precedence; or comfort comes with conditions.

These possibilities can appear in adult life as very different strategies. One person asks repeatedly because
a single request does not feel reliable. Another avoids asking and hopes a partner will notice. Someone
becomes exquisitely attentive to others while barely recognizing their own exhaustion. Someone else feels
relief when help arrives, followed immediately by embarrassment or the need to repay it.

These responses may have preserved connection or reduced disappointment. Their strengths deserve
recognition. Resourcefulness, attentiveness, and persistence are valuable capacities. Difficulty arises when
one strategy becomes so necessary that other choices disappear. We can respect how we learned to manage
and still ask whether the same response serves the relationship now.

Childhood is not the only explanation. Disability, illness, work demands, discrimination, family
obligations, and a partner’s actual reliability shape what support is needed and available. Culture also
influences how emotions are expressed and care is offered. As De Leersnyder, Boiger, and Mesquita argue,
emotional regulation takes place within relational and structural conditions as well as within individuals.
Direct verbal disclosure is one route to connection; shared activity, quiet company, practical care, or
culturally familiar forms of restraint may be equally meaningful.

When Help Becomes an Attempt to End the Feeling
Offering support can stir difficult feelings in the helper. Your grief may awaken my helplessness. Your
anger may make me afraid of being blamed. Your anxiety may create an urgency to reassure you until the
room feels comfortable again. Without noticing that shift, I may begin addressing my discomfort through
your recovery.

This can sound generous: “I’m only trying to help.” Yet you may experience repeated advice, forced
optimism, unsolicited touch, or pressure to agree with an explanation. A hug you welcome can be
comforting; a hug you cannot decline can feel intrusive. Encouragement can open possibility;
encouragement offered before your loss has been understood can leave you more alone.
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Good intentions matter, but the person receiving care must have a voice in its meaning and effect. “Would
you like me to listen, help think it through, or take something off your plate?” gives the recipient room to
guide the encounter. “That isn’t helping right now” then becomes useful information rather than an insult
to the giver.

Helping does not always mean reducing emotion. Someone may cry more once they no longer have to hold
everything together. Anger may become clearer when an injustice is recognized. A difficult conversation
may end with grief rather than resolution. Support can help a person stay present, speak honestly, or
choose an action without making the feeling disappear.

When a Request Leaves No Room for the Other Person
The person seeking help also has responsibilities. Fear of disconnection can turn a request into a demand
for immediate reassurance, constant availability, or agreement. “Please help me” may gradually become
“You must respond in precisely this way before either of us can do anything else.” The need may be
understandable while the demand becomes costly.

Seeking reassurance is not inherently unhealthy. Neither is wanting closeness when distressed. The
question is whether another person’s capacity, perspective, and limits still belong in the encounter. If I can
only feel secure when you abandon your own position, the relief we achieve may depend on your
disappearance.

Mutual care asks us to hold two experiences together. “I’m frightened and would like some reassurance.
Do you have ten minutes?” names a need and invites an answer. “I want to be here, and I’m too exhausted
to listen well tonight. Could we sit together now and talk tomorrow morning?” offers connection without
promising more than can be given. The request remains real, and so does the limit.

A limit is not automatically a rejection, but neither should limits become a permanent way to avoid
relationship. Repeated postponement without return can leave a legitimate need unmet. Reliable support
involves conduct over time: following through, renegotiating honestly, acknowledging disappointment,
and noticing whose needs repeatedly receive attention. Mutuality does not require equal contributions in
every moment, particularly during illness or crisis. It does require that the arrangement remain open to
discussion and revision.

Self-regulation and Co-regulation Can Work Together
Self-regulation concerns how we manage our own attention, feelings, impulses, and behavior. Doing this
autonomously means relying primarily on ourselves in that moment. These are not identical ideas. I can
take responsibility for how I respond while choosing to ask for help. Your presence may support a capacity
that remains mine to exercise.

Conversely, looking composed does not establish that someone is regulated. One person may speak
urgently while another grows quiet, tense, numb, or unable to take in what is being said. Those
presentations differ, and we should not assume their causes are the same. Both invite curiosity about what
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the person can actually notice, tolerate, and choose. Visible emotion is not proof of incapacity; quietness is
not proof of openness.

In Stan Tatkin’s PACT model, secure functioning includes mutual regulation, cooperation, shared
authority, and repair under stress. Its emphasis on what partners actually do adds an important question:
does our way of helping support both people’s functioning? A reassuring conversation that leaves one
partner silent about their own needs may offer immediate relief while preserving a troublesome
arrangement.

Bowen’s account of differentiation contributes a related but distinct capacity: remaining connected to your
own experience and position while making room for another person. Attachment work attends to the
availability and dependability of connection; differentiation attends to how we remain ourselves within
that connection. In practice, we may need enough responsive contact before disagreement becomes
manageable, or enough clarity and boundaries before support feels welcome. Neither supplies a universal
first step.

Understanding Before Intervention
Sometimes the hardest moment comes after help has begun to fit. Someone understands, and we
immediately explain more, make a joke, or offer to return the favor. We may be unused to letting care
arrive without earning it. Fosha and Thoma’s AEDP writing on reflecting on helpful change invites
attention to this moment: what happens as the person realizes that something has reached them?

There may be relief, tenderness, embarrassment, suspicion, or sadness about how long the need went
unmet. We can give that response room without asking it to become gratitude. The person receiving care
can say, “Some of that helped, and some of it missed.” The giver can listen. That exchange may teach both
people more than a quick agreement that the conversation went well.

Imagine telling your partner that you feel overlooked after an evening with friends. They begin explaining
that nobody meant to exclude you. Their account may be reasonable, yet it arrives before they have
understood what happened for you. You repeat yourself more intensely; they feel accused and explain
harder. Each response makes the other person’s next response more likely.

A different beginning might be: “You were trying to join the conversation, and when nobody responded
you felt unimportant. Have I understood?” This recognizes your experience without establishing that
everyone intended to dismiss you. Feeling understood can create room to consider other explanations,
make a request, or acknowledge a difference. It cannot guarantee agreement or immediate relief.

The principle is familiar: meet me before you move me. Understanding gives intervention a better chance
of fitting. Once the experience has been recognized, the next question becomes collaborative: “What
would help now?” Sometimes the answer is listening. Sometimes it is perspective, touch, practical
assistance, or space. Sometimes neither person knows yet, and a brief, willing experiment is enough.

https://briankennedylearning.com/about/publications/meet-me-before-you-move-me
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A Small Experiment in Receiving and Offering
A particularly useful question is whether either person must disappear for the encounter to feel successful.
If the helper cannot admit tiredness, or the recipient cannot say that the advice missed, apparent harmony
may be concealing a cost. A more dependable exchange allows correction, a limit, and a return. This is
how attachment and differentiation can inform the same ordinary conversation.

Begin with an ordinary moment of manageable stress rather than your most painful conflict. Notice what
you were hoping another person would provide and what you actually asked for. Perhaps you wanted
empathy but requested advice. Perhaps you offered encouragement when the other person wanted
company. Before changing anything, consider whether that explanation fits; the mismatch may also reflect
exhaustion, an unavailable resource, or a problem requiring action.

Choose one small adjustment with a willing person. You might ask, “Could you listen for five minutes
before we think about solutions?” Or offer, “Would sitting beside you help, or would you prefer some
room?” Say what you expect: perhaps you will feel less rushed, or the other person will find it easier to say
what they need. Agree that either person can stop. If a joint conversation is unwelcome, you can rehearse a
request privately instead.

Afterward, consider what happened rather than how well you performed. Did the support fit? Could both
people speak? Did you feel understood, pressured, unchanged, or uncertain? If it helped, notice what made
the difference. If it did not, revise the request or the explanation. “I thought advice was the problem, but I
realized I needed help with the actual workload” is learning, too.

Mismatches need repair rather than a verdict about either person. “I moved into solutions before asking
what you wanted” identifies something changeable. “I kept asking after you said you had no capacity”
recognizes an impact without condemning the underlying need. If an interaction becomes frightening or
coercive, stop the joint exercise and seek confidential individual support. Another person’s distress does
not require you to endure threats or surrender the right to leave.

Care That Leaves Both People More Present
The goal is greater freedom within relationship: room to need, offer, receive, decline, adjust, and return. A
dependable relationship can include moments of uneven capacity, imperfect understanding, and
disappointment without requiring either person to become the manager of the other’s inner life.

Over time, helpful encounters may make new possibilities easier to recognize. I can ask before becoming
desperate. You can offer without taking over. I can correct the fit without rejecting your care. You can
have a limit without disappearing. When we miss each other, we can name what happened and consider
what comes next.

“You can help me without taking charge of me” expresses a wish for companionship that preserves
agency. Its reciprocal promise matters just as much: I can receive your care while remembering that you
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are a person, too. That is a demanding form of love, and an ordinary one - practiced in how we listen, ask,
make room, follow through, and begin again.
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