Understanding Fawning: Reclaiming Your Voice
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What is fawning? Fawning describes an appeasing response to perceived danger or conflict: trying to stay safe
by pleasing, agreeing with, soothing, or accommodating someone else. It can become automatic, particularly
after experiences in which disagreement, boundaries, or expressing needs led to punishment, rejection, or
harm. Fawning is a useful clinical description, not a formal diagnosis.

Why can fawning develop?

In childhood or adult relationships involving unpredictability, intimidation, emotional neglect, or coercion, a
person may learn to closely monitor others and minimize their own needs. What once helped preserve safety or
connection can later continue even in safer relationships. These patterns are adaptations, not character flaws.

How to recognize a fawning pattern

* Automatic agreement: Saying “yes” before checking whether you want to or have capacity.

» Taking too much responsibility: Apologizing to reduce tension, including when you were harmed.

* Monitoring moods: Scanning faces, tones, or reactions and adjusting yourself to keep others comfortable.
« Self-silencing: Hiding preferences, anger, needs, or boundaries out of fear of consequences.

» Aftereffects: Feeling resentful, depleted, disconnected, anxious, or unsure what you actually want.

Fawning vs. genuine kindness

Kindness can be chosen freely and allows room for your needs and boundaries. Fawning often feels urgent or
compulsory, as though someone else’s disappointment is dangerous. A helpful question is: “Am | choosing this
because | want to, or because | fear what will happen if | do not?”

A trauma-sensitive reminder

If someone is currently unsafe or controlling, appeasement may still be protective. Do not force confrontation or
boundary-setting when it could increase danger. Work with a trusted professional to consider safety and
support.
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Moving Beyond Chronic Fawning

Six small steps toward greater choice

1. Notice the cue: Pay attention to the moment you feel pressure to please. What happens in your thoughts,
emotions, or body?

2. Pause when safe: Try “Let me think about that and get back to you” instead of answering immediately.

3. Ask what you need: Practice identifying a preference, limit, feeling, or value before focusing on someone
else’s reaction.

4. Begin with low-stakes choices: State a food preference, choose an activity, or respectfully disagree with a
safe person.

5. Expect discomfort: Guilt or anxiety after a boundary does not automatically mean you did something wrong.
Support yourself through the feeling.

6. Practice safe connection: Notice relationships where you can be honest, imperfect, and respected. Consider

therapy to explore deeper patterns.

Examples of replacing automatic fawning

Old response: “Of course | can do that,” even though you are overwhelmed.
New response: “l need to check my schedule before | commit.”

Old response: “I'm sorry, it's all my fault,” to stop someone else’s anger.

New response: “l want to understand what happened, and | need us to speak respectfully.” (Only when safe.)

Self-reflection: You may write, think, or discuss

1. When do | feel most responsible for other people’s emotions?

2. What do | fear might happen if | say “no” or express a different opinion?

3. What signals tell me | am ignoring my own needs?

4. Who helps me feel safe enough to be authentic?

5. What is one small, safe choice | can make for myself this week?

Recommended book and further reading

Clayton, Ingrid, PhD (2025). Fawning: Why the Need to Please Makes Us Lose Ourselves—and How to Find Our Way Back. G. P.
Putnam’s Sons. This original handout is informed by the author’s publicly described framework; it is not an official excerpt or
endorsed resource.
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