Composite Case Study

Dear E-Counsellor.
I don’t even know where to begin right now because I feel so lost, not to mention miserable.  I feel I have nowhere to turn at this point because everywhere I look is a source of stress.  I have reached a breaking point at work, and I can’t even turn to the comforts of home for escape.  I just want to run away from it all, from everything, but I can’t.
To make matters worse, all of this stress is affecting my health.  I’m having trouble sleeping and don’t even feel like eating.  I’ve even developed some kind of rash that’s painfully itchy and totally embarrassing – as if I didn’t have enough to deal with.  I feel like I’m falling apart.  And all I want to do is sleep all the time.  But of course, I can’t, because I’m too stressed!
The irony though is that at one point I thought this was all that I wanted, the job, marriage, a new home.  I’m an interior designer and my husband and I just went into business together because he’s a contractor.  We thought it would be perfect, us combining our skills and building something of our own.  We’d finally be free of working for other people.  We knew it would take a lot of work, but we really thought it would be worth it.  But instead, it’s turned into a nightmare for so many reasons.
Even worse, we also – don’t ask me why – decided to buy a gut reno house and turn it into our dream home.  Yes, at the same time as running our own business.  I know, you probably think we’re crazy.  And that’s how I feel right now!  I go to work and feel like tearing out my hair and then when I come home it’s no better.  Our house is a complete disaster.  I hate coming home.  But I also hate being at work.  I just want to pack it in.
I haven’t admitted this to anyone, but at times I feel like I don’t want to keep going.  I feel like there’s no way out of this.  And there’s no way I can tell my family about any of this because I know how they’ll react and I just can’t deal with that right now.
Please help.
Mary
Counselor’s comments: I am impressed by the intensity of her emotions. There is something strong brewing here and I am curious to find out what it is. The client has set clear goals and that is a good sign. It sounds initially that she feels her life is out of control, certainly beyond her own control. There are also feelings of depression, frustration, and a sense of being trapped.  I’m curious about the relationship with her husband and the dynamic of her family.  All this may be explored in our first exchange.
Hello Mary,
Welcome to InnerView. My name is John and I am a family physician. In this forum, we can share a number of exchanges to explore the issues you raise and to look together for a new way forward. Of course I can’t practice medicine by e-mail and I can’t replace your family doctor, but I do have experience helping people with stress-related symptoms and work and relationship difficulties. I’m confident that you can get through this difficult period and out the other side.
I like to start with the “CARE” model and the “C” of connecting and containing. Her problem is familiar and manageable.
Mary, the strongest feelings I sense when I read your letter are your desperation and your frustration.  You are in a tough situation with your business, and then even at home you’re at a loss for what to do.  It sounds like it’s having an impact on your health and you feel your life is slipping beyond your control. Is that a fair summary of your situation? 
This is an attempt to “touch the pain”. It sends the message that I know what the client may be feeling.
If it is, I can understand your reactions and want to reassure you that you are not alone. Many people are dissatisfied with their work, their home life and their relationships, but some do find a way to mobilize their strengths and resources, overcome the obstacles, and move forward. That can be our objective here if you like. I see myself as a kind of guide at the crossroads who can help you on your path. This route may be new to you but I have been this way many times before with many different people. I can point out some important landmarks and pitfalls along the way. Does that sound reasonable?
In order to do that, I would like to get to know you better as a person. I usually like to start by learning about a person’s strengths. For example, it sounds like you are a creative individual, with clear ambitions, who likes to try new experiences.
Although she has not described herself in these words, I have surmised these attributes based on what she has revealed about her goals, career choice, and current situation. 
It means too that you must have intelligence and perseverance to have been able to start up your own business. I’d like to hear more about that from you. I would also like to hear what you like most about yourself and what others like about you. For example what attracted your husband to you and you to him? I’d like to hear about your accomplishments and the things you have done in your life that you are most proud of. I believe we build on our strengths to get our bearings.
I am also interested in hearing about the supports that are available to you now. For example, how has your husband responded to your current situation, both at work and at home, and how is he helping you? 
My circular question implies that he could be helping and if not, why not?
Similarly, how have your closest friends responded and how are they helping? I’d like to know if you have something you enjoy doing outside of work like a sport or hobby that helps you to keep the needs of body and soul in balance. Do you have a spiritual or a religious nature?
Mary, we say that when we are faced with an impossible situation we have three basic options: we can run away, we can stay and accept it totally, or we can stay and fight to change it. I wonder what these options mean to you. Let’s look at work first. You say you have considered “packing it in”, which I assume means that you’ve considered folding up your business. What exactly would that mean to you, or to others, including your husband? What is the cost and what is the benefit? What would you rather be doing if you had your choice? When I hear you say that you hate work right now, I am struck by the intensity of that statement. I imagine you like a tigress, full of pent-up power.
It is great to have that kind of energy in you, but I wonder how you could channel it in a way that best serves you?
I also wonder who or what is pushing your buttons at work to trigger such a powerful response. Can you tell me a little about what is going on with your business so that we can do some problem-solving together? That is the nature of the stay and fight option. As to the third option, I just don’t see you as a passive acceptance kind of person. Am I right?
In the same way I would also like to hear a little about your home situation and your options there.  Is it just the carpentry of the house that is unfinished or is it also the bricks and mortar of your marriage? How solid are the foundations of your relationship? 
I am looking for the right image to promote change.
I am curious to hear what you were referring to when you briefly mentioned not wanting to deal with the reaction of your family. What are you expecting?
Mary, as to an immediate option to help with control of your stress symptoms, I wonder if you have gone to see your family doctor recently. Talking to your doctor often helps and it’s important to know if there is any physical basis for the symptoms of anxiety and/or depression.  
I know that this is a tough time for you and that you feel lost, but I am optimistic that there is a healthy core in you that can find the path ahead. I look forward to receiving your reply with your responses. Until then, I want to wish you strength and courage to meet the challenges you face.
With warm good wishes,
John 
Hi John,
Wow, you really seem to have a sense of what’s going on for me right now.  I do feel trapped and haven’t felt that I had any options, which is why I’ve been feeling so tired and frustrated.  And crazy!
I think part of what really bothers me is that I thought this is what I wanted.  I couldn’t wait to have my own business, and own a home, and then even have a family – which feels like such a stretch right now.  Instead though nothing is going the way I imagined.  We’ve invested so much time and energy in our business and now into this house, and all we’re faced with are problems.  Huge problems.  I feel like all the decisions I’ve made were somehow mistakes.  But now if we sold the business or the house we’d lose way too much money.  So there’s really no way out of all this.
This explains some of the trapped feeling.
You asked about my support system, and right now that’s pretty much my husband, but he’s totally involved in all the work and house stuff too.  So even though he seems to be managing better, I know this is hard for him as well.  And as for friends?  Who has time for that?  I can barely keep my head above water managing everything.  I’ve really let my friendships fall to the side. And the same goes for hobbies or interests.  My life is renovation and design 24/7.  I have no time for anything else!  I used to enjoy cycling once upon a time.  But now my bike is locked up in storage just collecting dust.
Here is another area of her life that she feels is out of her control.
So as you can imagine, it’s hard for me to tell you what I like about myself right now.  Right now, I can’t think of one thing.
Okay, the one decision I guess I didn’t screw up on was marrying my husband.  Even though he’s involved in all this stuff right now, I still feel so thankful that he’s in my life.  While I’m the one to lose my cool, screaming or crying over things, he’s the one to remain calm.  I know he’s frustrated too, but he still manages to put things in perspective, or remind me to take a deep breath – I need a lot of those these days!  He also still remembers to tell me that he loves me almost every day.  He’s probably the reason I keep going right now.
I am reassured to read that description of her marriage.  That’s something I’ll want to highlight for her to hold onto now.
Everyone warned us that starting our own business would be hard, especially together as a couple.  I guess I didn’t really believe it.  But it’s such a challenge because our suppliers and contractors are so unreliable.  The clients we have right now can’t commit to anything and keep changing their minds.  We feel like we’re living day to day not knowing what kind of income we’re making and the bills just keep piling up.  I feel like I spend my days just putting out fires, running around everywhere, but never getting anywhere.  I’m exhausted and irritable and for what?
But the worst part for sure is our house situation.  We’re so tired from work that we can’t keep up with the plans for our home.  Plus we can’t manage our budget properly because it depends on our work.  So the kitchen is pretty much gutted right now, and work remains to be done in every room, so we have stuff everywhere, half opened boxes, we can’t find anything.  I’m literally living out of a box.  I come home and just want to scream or cry when I walk in the door.
And don’t get me started about my family, my parents especially.  They were the first ones to warn us that we’d be making a mistake starting our own business.  I can just imagine them shaking their heads at me.  It makes me feel so small.
Her relationship with her parents is something else we may want to explore.
Thanks again for listening to me rant on.  It even helped just to get some of these things off my chest.  And to know that I’m not totally alone.
It is good to see confirmation of the text-based bond that is forming.
Mary
Hi Mary,
Thank you for your thoughtful and informative reply. You have confirmed my initial impression of you as an intelligent, likeable woman. I am pleased that my words hit home and that I was able to relate to what’s going on in that emotional storm in there. That’s an important start because, really, I am in your corner and my objective is to march us out of there. Only you have to help me a little with some hints about the direction you want to take.
I define this as a collaborative effort. I will assess her strengths and affirm that they work for her. This is the “A” of the CARE model.
You deserve to feel proud of what you have accomplished so far, even if it doesn’t look exactly the way you thought it would.  You pursued your dreams.  You are a homeowner, and now own a business, which is based on your talents, vision, and hard-work.  You didn’t mention that there’s anything else you’d like to be doing right now, so I’m going to guess that this design work is still something you love, but it’s just the business side of things that has been wearing you down.  I wonder, are there any options for you to be less involved in that side of the work?  Maybe a different division of responsibilities?  Or hiring an intern who is willing to exchange learning for the work?  It sounds like you want to go back to enjoying your work, reminding yourself why this is a dream of yours.  
The housing situation is a tough one because it sounds like you don’t have anywhere to go and relax or unwind at the end of a hard workday, which is probably exactly what you need at the moment.  Instead, while it’s in the process of becoming your dream home, your house feels like an extension of work.  Could there be a way of making this a priority?  Even finishing one room so you have a space for yourself to leave all the renovation work behind?  I wonder if part of your understandable frustration is that you don’t have any small daily ‘escape’ from this world of renovations.   
It also sounds like you don’t want to feel like you’ve made the wrong choice.  So although you are having problems with the house and business, it still sounds like these are things that you want.  Is that right?  I’m wondering what happened to that feisty tigress from the first letter, the one who can go after what she wants no matter what anyone else thinks?    
Now I want to challenge her and explore a deeper understanding of the situation.
First I hear about this visionary, someone who is ambitious, creative, and willing to take risks.  She works hard and achieves her goals.  Despite the rough times, she still manages to maintain a strong, loving marriage to someone who’s support is unwavering.  She is able to appreciate what she does have.  As well, she is able to adapt and persevere as she is faced with the challenges that come with pursuing a dream.  Mary, I like and respect this person. That’s you, by the way, in case you didn’t recognize her.
Then we hear about another person who is afraid of making mistakes, or feeling small.  She doubts herself when things become challenging, or when problems arise.  She is afraid to admit she needs support because it may be seen as a sign of failure, instead of strength.  Do you recognize this person too? 
Mary, health and healing are about being or becoming whole. The words come from the same root. How do you join these two facets of your being in order to become a whole person again? We need to be whole in order to grow and develop and achieve our dreams.
To do this I would like to hear more from you about where some of these fears and doubts may come from, the things that tend to hold you back.  Were there events or situations in your past that my have contributed to these feelings?  You’ve already mentioned concerns about your family’s reaction, how you may feel judged by them. How does their perspective on your choices affect or shape how you feel about them?  Thinking about these questions may help you recognize patterns that have formed in your life.  This may then lead to the possibility of change and a different way of responding to similar situations in the future.
I’m trying to separate what belongs to the present from what belongs to the past.
Mary, I sense that you are a strong woman who needs to draw upon these qualities in yourself to keep working towards your vision.  It has been said that a crisis is both a threat and an opportunity.  And while I know how tough this time is for you, it can also be a time to learn to take care of yourself in new ways.
With warm good wishes,
John
Hi again John,
Thanks for your thoughtful response.  I really feel that you understand where I’m coming from and what actually seems to be the problem.  I didn’t see it quite that way until now, but I think you’re so right that I am having a hard time reconciling my expectations with reality and the ways things are going right now.
I am pleased that this is going in the right direction.
I have talked to my husband and he agrees that I should focus more on the creative, planning part of the business, and not so much on the administrative/ budget side, which is what really overwhelms me.  We also thought the idea of an intern might be something worth pursuing.  I hadn’t even considered that.  We knew we couldn’t afford to hire someone, but maybe we could find a design student who would be willing to help with some of the admin tasks.  You were so right too that I do love the design work and I don’t want the business side to detract from that.  I want to do what I can to be as successful as possible in this field, without losing my love for the work.  
She is able to express her strengths too and remind herself why this was a dream of hers.
We have also made it a priority to build the walk-in closet upstairs first so that at least our bedroom will be finished and we can unpack our clothes.  Again, you’re right that I am someone who needs “down time” after a long day.  Even if there’s one room in the house – for now – that I can be in without being reminded of renovations, it will be a big help, I think.  I’ve also been thinking that I need to get back on my bike, just do something that gets me away from everything for a little bit.  I think I really just need a break!
And yes, I am afraid of failing.  I’m terrified of making mistakes, which is why starting this business was such a huge accomplishment– until all the problems started of course.  We talked about this business for years before finally doing it.  It was really scary because no one in my family takes risks like that.  We’re a very conservative, “playing it safe” family.  My mother has been a teacher her whole life and my father has worked in the same insurance company for almost 30 years.  Playing it safe is considered a positive quality in my family.  That way you can’t make mistakes.  So I guess there’s this part of me that dreads having to admit that maybe I made a mistake.  But then again, I’m not so sure it was a mistake??
I can’t even tell my parents I’m struggling because they won’t understand.  They will only see it as a sign that I did make a mistake, that I should have kept my safe job at the hotel chain (even thought I wasn’t doing design work exactly).  My husband tells me that they’re the ones who have compromised by not taking any risks, or pursuing their dreams (my father is an amazing cook, loves food, and I think he could have become a chef if he wanted instead of staying in a job that he has never really enjoyed).  But it’s really hard to believe that right now.  A big part of me wishes that I could rewind and go back to when life was simpler, even if it means just playing it safe.
Here is something worth exploring. 
I guess I’m also worried about the future, especially having children.  I feel like I can barely cope right now following these dreams.  I can’t imagine adding children to the mix.  And that upsets me greatly.  I’ve always wanted a big family and so does my husband.  But I’m terrified that we’ll have children and I’ll feel as regretful or resentful about them as I do about our business right now.  It’s like I’m this person with moments of courage to pursue my dreams and big ambitions, but really inside I’m this little girl who just wants to run back to safety as soon as things get hard.    
I am cheering for the brave character and will address that.
Thanks again for being here, just listening to me.  It helps more than you know.
Mary
In the third exchange we entered the “R” phase of the CARE model, which is “reorienting and reaffirming” her new perspective.  Mary was encouraged to acknowledge her need for space and support, and to see that as a strength, not a weakness.  She was also invited to differentiate between failure and the need to persevere through challenging times in order to achieve her goals.  As well, to re-connect with the part of her that loves the work the does.
Similarly, she was encouraged to express her fears and feelings directly to her partner about having children, as it seemed that this was an underlying issue contributing to her intense reaction and difficulty coping.
The client responded positively to these suggestions, as follows:
Hi John,
Again thank you for your kind, supportive, and wise words.  It sounds like you are a visionary too in your own field, someone who has put much effort into pursuing his dreams.
I have talked to my husband about my fears of failing at motherhood.  I can’t believe how emotional I became talking to him about it.  I think I surprised myself that I’ve been carrying this weight around with me without even knowing it.  As usual, he was very supportive and told me that there’s no rush and we can definitely wait until the house is finished to start thinking about a family.  He also agreed with what you said that just because something is hard doesn’t mean it’s a mistake.  When you asked me what else I’d rather be doing, I couldn’t think of anything else.  This design work is what I love doing.  And I do like the idea of having my own business.  It’s just the reality that’s so incredibly hard.  But I guess it’s not bad enough yet to give up on it.  I think it’s worth seeing how it goes for a while longer.
I also think that once we finish our house then it will be much less overwhelming.  I’m realizing that I do tend to get easily stressed and anxious when there’s a lot going on, especially when so much of it feels out of my control.  I’m not good at letting go too.  And I need to learn how to relax or take a break.  I can’t keep going like this 24/7.  I appreciate you reassuring me that no one can sustain this pace.  I can’t tell you how relieved I feel that you, a doctor, have told me that I’m not crazy, or going crazy.  For a while I really felt like I was losing it, which in itself stressed me out even more!
So my plan is to let go a bit more of my plans and to realize that things aren’t going to go exactly as I want them to, even if it is something I have long dreamed about.  And that it doesn’t mean that I’ve failed or made a mistake.  I’m also going to get back on my bike again to remind myself that there is more to life than just work.  As you reminded me, I am someone who does what she wants when I put my mind to it.  So that’s exactly what I’m going to do.
Thanks so much again John, for helping me step back for a moment from all my problems.  I need that kind of break more than I even realized.
Take care,
Mary
In the final exchanges with the client, I focused on the “E” of the CARE model, to empower and encourage. The client was reminded how she moved from feelings of frustration, stress, and desperation in a situation that seemed out of her control to a sense of mastery through a process of reflection and self-discovery.  She recognized the importance of work-life balance and the need for self-care. She understood how the culture of her family of origin was still contributing to her emotional belief system.. She experienced how taking ownership of her needs can be a path to understanding, acceptance and change.
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