
wasn’t my fault, I put his need to vent ahead of my own to feel 
safe at work) which reminded me of my dad. 

‘But he could also be lovely. Eventually, I set some boundaries, 
via a letter. I was afraid that by expressing my needs, it would 
physically kill him! But I forced myself to post it anyway. Things 
will probably never be easy between us but I see that letter as a 
contract to myself. I will no longer put myself in harm’s way. Even 
though it wasn’t physical violence, it hurt. I trust my feelings more, 
spend less time with him and keep reminding myself that I’m not 
heartless for wanting to protect myself from others’ moods.’

I have problems, too!
‘I hide sometimes from my best friend,’ says Naomi. ‘I don’t want 
to but there are just times where I don’t have the energy to give 
her life the attention it seems to need. She is always in “utter 
despair”. Her financial problems are just dire, she loathes the small 
cottage she lives in, finding it dark and just horrible that she has 
to rent and she’ll never be able to buy because she doesn’t have 
the money for that and can’t ever see a future where she can.

‘Her work is running her into the ground and she recently 
took on a full time job because she couldn’t take the financial 
insecurity of self-employment. But now she feels she never gets 
to spend time with her children. Honestly, the list goes on and on. 
And yes she does have relentless bad problems, many of which 
are outside of her control. And her mum passed away this year. I 
feel for her I really do. But I can’t handle it all the time. It doesn’t 
change for her, and there isn’t any likelihood it will change in the 
near future, but I have problems too.

‘Both my parents need specialist care and went into homes 

Are there people in your life whose every mood –  
whether happy, sad, angry or anything else – seems 
louder, somehow, than anyone else’s? So when you’re 

with them, you struggle to figure out how you feel, let alone how 
to express yourself? 

Perhaps you recognise that you sometimes take up all the 
emotional oxygen in the room by blasting your own moods at 
top volume? I love the NLP presupposition about how we teach 
others how to treat us. Of course we do. And yet, sometimes, we 
can feel too close to a situation to unpick things and go back to 
the emotional classroom and say, ‘Actually, that’s not ok.’

Fortunately, it’s never too late. Yes, setting boundaries can 
feel like the most challenging thing in the world. Especially if you 
grew up believing you didn’t have a right to do so. But once you 
learn to say, ‘Turn it down!’ in whatever way is right for you and 
your relationship, your whole system will thank you.

Heavy heart
‘I love my family,’ insists Chris, ‘but found them exhausting. 
Especially my dad. If he was happy, we all had to be happy. 
He’d get angry if we didn’t seem happy enough or laugh loudly 
enough. That was exhausting but his bad moods were even 
louder. As kids, we actually used to run and hide when we’d see 
him heading home.

‘He never hit us but I was always afraid. He seemed to vent 
everything he felt, not caring that, while he’d feel better having 
offloaded, I’d be left with a heavy heart. I felt frozen. As an adult, 
I had a few experiences (like a boss who would take out his 
frustrations with others on the team on me, and while I knew it 
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this year. They are both pretty much in the last year of their 
life. But I can’t live like she does, always in this state of despair. I 
have to focus on positive stuff, otherwise I can’t function. I hate 
that she is so emotionally noisy. I just want to do some frivolous 
stuff now and again, or have a meaningless conversation, just 
to escape from real life. I don’t have it in me to support her all 
the time. I’d also rather like it if she could actually listen to me 
sometimes. But I don’t talk to her about my problems as she 
has a lot on her plate and I don’t want to do to her what she 
does to me.’

I feel free!
Jane’s no longer in touch with her oldest friend (of more than 
30 years) because it was so much about her. Now both in their 
40s, Jane finally figured it was time to set some limits. Her friend 
didn’t accept them and so they’re no longer in touch. ‘It is sad,’ 
says Jane. ‘But it was always about her. She’d ring me at work 

 Once you learn to say, “Turn it 
down!” in whatever way is right for 
you and your relationship, your 
whole system will thank you 

every day to moan and I felt I needed to be there for her 
(working late to make up for it). Then I wouldn’t hear from 
her for weeks when her partner was off over Christmas. 

‘When my mum was in hospital, she was all sympathetic 
on Facebook telling me to let her know if I needed anything. 
I thought about it and risked texting to ask for a practical 
(and easy) thing but she didn’t even reply. She never 
apologised for being late or changing plans at the last 
minute, or bringing random boyfriends and others without 
warning. Yes, she could also be hilarious but so are many of 
my emotionally quieter friends. Maybe, at some point, we 
can reconnect but for now, I feel free!’ 

LIFESTYLE

Visit www.wellbeing-at-work.co.uk for further information and support.

If you’re the most emotionally noisy person in your life, 
notice the times you’re most prone to it. How might you 
give your loved ones a break and process things in a way 
that’s healthier for all of you? (If you’ve been taught that 
this is OK for many years, be patient with yourself as you 
find new ways of being that bit quieter and more restful 
to be around.)

By future pacing with the following questions, you 
might save yourself the emotional equivalent of 
tinnitus by putting a few simple volume reducing 
measures in place.

When we put others’ needs ahead of our own, 
their emotional noise can have as big an impact on our 
nervous system as a neighbour’s loud music. It interferes 
with our ability to rest and recharge. Think about your 
own emotionally noisy loved one.

 How can you turn their volume down so it doesn’t 
affect you so much?

 How can you drown them out entirely with 
emotional ear plugs when need be? (Maybe not 
taking their calls at certain times?)

 Who in your life has the ‘loudest’ moods?
 How long have you known them?
 What are their saving graces? (If they were purely 

emotionally loud, you wouldn’t have them in your 
life anymore. Are they family? Can they be delightful 
at other times?)

 When do you feel most drowned out by their 
moods?

 When are you best able to set boundaries with 
them? (Chances are, when you’re taking good care 
of yourself, you’re better able to nip things in the 
bud but when you’re already feeling depleted, 
things escalate.)

 How can you tweak the relationship so, while still 
keeping them in your life, you’re also protecting 
yourself and your system from their damaging 
emotional loudness?

 Maybe you recognise that your boundaries need to 
be firmer?

 Are you ready to walk away from the relationship if 
things don’t change in order to protect yourself?
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