
Episode 015 “Navigating Complex Relationships During Complex Holidays”

Guest: Stephanie Bagley

Lindsey Douros:

Welcome to PeakConnection, The podcast for individuals, couples, and professionals about engaging in 
life with vitality, deeper emotional connections, love, intimacy, and authenticity. I'm Lindsey Douros, and 
joining me today is clinical social worker and therapist Stephanie Bagley. Stephanie specializes in 
dialectical behavior therapy, and is trained in different modalities, such as cognitive behavior therapy. As 
a therapist, she combines an eclectic approach of many different modalities, helping clients honor their 
lived experience while learning new skills to help manage their emotional wellbeing. Welcome 
Stephanie.

Stephanie Bagley, LCSW:

Thank you for having me, I'm so happy to be here with you.

Lindsey:

We're excited to have you. So with the holiday season approaching, a lot of personal boundaries are 
going to feel, I think, a lot of strain. Maybe it's food or alcohol for some people, maybe it's finances. I 
think for a lot of us, the boundaries we struggle the most with are the ones that we set with our loved 
ones, especially close friends and family. So how do we keep healthy boundaries this holiday season 
when communicating with family or friends who hold different worldviews from our own?

Stephanie:

This is a great question, but first I would just like to validate that this feels like a very difficult time, 
because it is a very difficult time. We not only have been in a pandemic for almost a year, but we are 
approaching a holiday, which in normal times has been a difficult season for many people. I know in my 
practice, we often have a lot of game plans before people do enter into the holidays of, how are they 
going to keep their boundaries? But adding the pandemic to this has felt very overwhelming, and not to 
mention, a very intense election that recently took place. So all of these added things I think are making 
the holidays more strained, and making it more difficult for us to feel like we can be present, or maybe 
know how to approach them.

Lindsey:

Definitely. I mean, we try to reconcile a lot of things with family and close friends, because those 
relationships are really important to us, for one reason or another. What happens if we're unable to 
reconcile differences? How do we approach those conversations or situations when we find ourselves 
triggered?

Stephanie:

I think that one of the big things that we need to do first is really be able to sit and be honest with 
ourselves about how we are feeling, how we are doing with this grief of losing our normalcy, how we are
feeling about our political climate and the rising COVID cases, because I think a lot of us are feeling that 
trigger, we're feeling angry. And oftentimes people do resort to this type of anger, because it is a 
protective feeling. It requires action, it requires blame. I think when you speak of trigger, it sounds like 
you want to react and be upset. But I think one thing we can do to bridge that connection with other 
people is recognizing from the beginning, I think a lot of people under that anger are primarily feeling 



scared, and they're feeling sad, and so I think it's important to look at the commonalities we have that a 
lot of us are coming from the same place.

Stephanie:

And the dialect that I like to say to myself is that people are doing the best that they can, but also people
need to do better. So two opposing things can be true at the same time. Your parents could have voted 
for someone that you disagree with, and they could also still be good parents. I think an important thing 
with triggering feelings too is kind of looking at a cognitive distortion. So I like to bring up polarized 
thinking. So polarized thinking is black and white thinking, believing that someone or something is all 
bad or all good, but people are very complicated, and we're rarely all of something. So I think it's 
important to recognize when you are into extreme thinking because it brings about intense judgments 
and it hinders empathy, and I think it kind of increases dehumanizing people too when we feel, this 
person did one thing, and the entirety of them is something too, when I think we're more complex.

Stephanie:

That being said, I do think setting boundaries, like you brought up in your question, is very, very, very 
important. So when you find yourself, and your wise mind, and you are able to determine how you are 
feeling, I think then you need to tell those around you what you are comfortable with and not 
comfortable with. So oftentimes we are concerned about being honest with people, and we're worried 
about conflict or hurting people's feelings, but actually setting boundaries is an act of love, and it helps 
you have healthy relationships with the people in the long-term. Short term it can create conflict and 
feel very awful, but in the long-term, you're actually building a healthier space where you can feel 
calmer and know your limits in that relationship.

Lindsey:

That's such good advice because I think it is hard for us to draw boundaries with the people that we love 
the most, that we're closest to. I personally always want to make everybody happy, and I get into so 
much trouble when I'm trying to make everybody happy. And it's important to remember that 
boundaries are a form of love, that it's not a punishment that you're trying to throw out on them, but it's
something to try and keep yourself safe, and you safe, and them safe.

Lindsey:

I really like too, I want to go back and touch a little bit on what you said about people not being just 
black and white, it's not that easy. I think sometimes we can get so caught up in our own little echo 
chambers that we think that the world is black and white and that those people are black and white, but 
they do have layers.

Stephanie:

Well, yeah. The mantra that I like to say, the dialect, I do think a lot of people are doing the best that 
they can, but it doesn't mean that they can't do better, and it doesn't mean they still aren't hurting 
people, or the choices that they make. So holding both of those things is hard, and it's more in the gray 
area, but I think it can help lessen the intensity of our own emotions approaching a family member we 
might have disagreements with. If we're able to see them in a very human light, and know that maybe 
some of their reactions or their beliefs are coming from their own fears and their own grievances and 
their own lived experience too.

Lindsey:

So how would we prepare ourselves for a conversation that maybe, you were saying, they might say 
something that would hurt you. How would you go into a conversation like that with a loved one, going 
into a situation and trying not to add fuel to the fire, but rather trying to help them understand what it 
was that they said to you what that hurt your feelings? How would you go about that?



Stephanie:

So I think I would recommend having a conversation about boundaries and what you are willing or 
willing not to talk about even before you would go into a family situation. So kind of a pre-answer to that
question is, I think it would be beneficial to have a conversation with your family about, are we going to 
talk about politics this year? Are we going to talk about certain topics? And kind of go over what you're 
comfortable with. Say it in a text, do it via Skype, do something where you lay out the ground rules of 
what you are comfortable with. But if the inevitable is still happens and there is still a disagreement, or 
inflammatory things are starting to be said, I think one of the most important things is that you have a 
plan for yourself for how you're going to regulate it.

Stephanie:

Because all of us know that we do have family members that might not respect our boundaries. So that 
is a deeper question too of, do we spend time with people who don't respect our boundaries this year? 
And do we take more time as family not to put ourselves in those situations? But if they do arise, I think 
one important thing is, and I really stress this with a lot of people, validation is one of the most 
important tools when you are having a discussion with somebody. So if you are caught in a conversation 
that you feel is going to turn into an argument, to deescalate the conversation you can validate what is 
true in the argument.

Stephanie:

Just because we validate something doesn't mean we're agreeing or we say, what you're saying is truth, 
but you can say, for example, "Hey, I know that you're concerned about who's been elected, but I don't 
want to talk about that right now." Or, "I know you're feeling fear for our country, but I don't think this is 
the place to talk about it at this situation." So sometimes people just feeling heard, they can then be able
to come down from that intensity. But then again, if they continue at it, then that's when you really 
assert yourself and you make it very clear. You say, "I'm done with this conversation, let's talk about 
something else." And then you can get off the call, or you can leave the room. So you have permission, 
you always have permission to say no, I'm done with this conversation, this isn't helpful.

Lindsey:

That's such good advice. I mean, we read manuals, I feel like, for everything in our lives. My goodness, 
trying to assemble IKEA furniture, you've got to read those instructions. So I think, going into a family 
event, be it on Zoom or in person, wherever you're at this holiday season, going in with some kind of 
manual in your back pocket of how you're going to respond to situations that trigger you, that's really 
sound advice. That's really good.

Stephanie:

I was thinking though too, I think if you want to have a meaningful conversation, I think that there are 
some kind of ground rules for that as well, too. So if you want to talk about those things that are 
important to you.

Lindsey:

Absolutely.

Stephanie:

I think it is important to have difficult conversations with the people you care about, and as a social 
worker and a mental health professional, I do think that it is my job to have these difficult conversations 
with some of my family members. So the first piece would be, I think, to make sure that you are in a 
space where you are emotionally regulated. So let me break this down through thinking about, what is 
happening in our brains. I think this is a very important visual to have. So somebody that I have worked 
with in the past, Dr. Messina, she broke our brains down into three floors. So our bottom floor is our 
fight, flight primitive brain, reptilian brain. Our middle second floor is our limbic system, our emotional 



space. And then our third floor is our prefrontal cortex, kind of the mission control center of our entire 
brain.

Stephanie:

So one thing to think about is when we have a conversation with somebody, we're going to want to stay 
in our third floor. So we want to stay where we can think critically, where we can receive information, 
where we can give information, and where we can stay regulated. So staying up in your third floor is 
critical. So what happens when we are feeling stressed out or feeling attacked, it's kind of like taking a 
firehouse pole all the way down to our first floor, our fight, flight. So somebody might say those words 
that you don't want to hear, it can be very triggering. And all of a sudden you come down into that base 
floor and you're ready to attack. So you might start saying things, you might start to feel your body, you'll
feel your heart race, cortisol will be released into your body, your hands might get sweaty.

Stephanie:

And then that becomes, when we're in that place, it becomes very difficult to have a meaningful 
conversation, because we become on the defensive. And emotions love themselves, so if we are feeling 
attacked, then we kind of exert that energy to somebody else, that kind of ignites their fight, flight 
response. And so that kind of comes back and forth in a circle. So a couple of ways to keep ourselves in 
our third floor is just some few basic things that I often tell people is, making sure, this is a big one, but 
making sure that you're not hungry, or that you're not frustrated about something, that you've slept 
well. And I think a big one, and this is hard, I think a big one for having meaningful conversations is 
avoiding substances.

Lindsey:

Yes.

Stephanie:

Or having very little, because I think we've all been there. One glass of wine or two glasses of wine, that 
really releases our inhibitions, and we may say something we regret, or have difficulty getting back to, or 
getting our point across. And having a set time, say with a family member that you really want to have a 
meaningful conversation with, let's not do it, when the kids are running around, or maybe let's set aside 
a time where we wake up early and we go on a walk together, or after the kids go to bed, and we're able 
to really sit across from one another and talk and share these feelings. And so, like I said earlier, 
validating is also a good way of letting the person know that you hear them. Repeating back to them 
what they're saying, and making sure you're maintaining eye contact, that you're not rolling your eyes, 
that you're not interrupting, that you repeating back to someone. Just these very little body language 
cues just speak volumes to people when you're trying to have a meaningful conversation with them.

Stephanie:

And I think another thing is using I-statements, so not attacking. So saying I feel blank blank about this 
because, instead of, you and your people are saying this. That really is named calling, or extreme 
statements. Saying you always, or you never, or liberals, they always do this, and conservatives never do 
this. Or name-calling, idiots, snowflakes, all of these things, really take us from our third floor, and bring 
us down into our base frame.

Lindsey:

I mean, yeah, it's just like, have a respectful conversation like you would with your child.

Stephanie:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).



Lindsey:

You wouldn't call your child an idiot or name call, I mean at least I hope not, or if you don't have kids and
you have a dog, you really love your dog. I'm trying to put this into context for people. But I think, at the 
end of the day, it's just be kind, have a conversation that you would want to have if you were on the 
receiving end of it. I know you were so right in the beginning when you said that this season has been 
really hard with COVID and the political divide, and everything that we're experiencing. I think a lot of 
families are experiencing a lot more stress than usual, many are not even able to gather together this 
year because of COVID-19, but some families are experiencing division on just the COVID-19 issue itself. 
So how do we handle and navigate that conversation of, we're not comfortable getting together in 
person, when you know that that's the expectation?

Stephanie:

I think, in this scenario too, I think it's first about acknowledging the feelings there too, because even if 
you and your family are divided, I think you can say, we are sad that we're not meeting together, and we 
know how sad you and our family is, and that for some people, they haven't seen their family in a very 
long time. Grandparents haven't been able to hug grandkids, and there've been babies born, and family 
members haven't been able to meet them yet. And so I think acknowledging that, but then also stating 
the firm boundary that you guys have. And I think in coming back to the I-statements too like, we miss 
you guys, we love you, we care about you, and we know it's hard for you to understand, but me and my 
family, or me as an individual, I feel like this is very important to the health of our country, to following 
these guidelines, and to our safety. And he may not understand it, but that is what our family is going to 
do.

Stephanie:

And so making it very clear. So first kind of saying, how you're feeling, saying what your family needs, 
and then if you need to, repeating that again, or having some type of mantra, but being very, very clear. I 
think sometimes it's easy in those moments to be like, well maybe we'll do this, or maybe that. But, 
again, coming back to our boundaries, let's really honor where we are, and what our family needs.

Lindsey:

Absolutely. So what do you think we can do to help manage those expectations for family gatherings 
while the cases here remain on the rise during the holiday season?

Stephanie:

Well, I think that we really do need to set our expectations accordingly, because it does feel different to 
be on Zoom or to be social distancing. There's a lot of rich rules around the holidays, especially with food
and gathering and games and touching and hugging, and I think the expectation we need to set is that it 
is probably going to be a little sad. It's going to be sad, not even a little sad, but maybe we can try to find 
new ways to connect over this holiday. Putting a puzzle together over Zoom, or trying to make your 
mom's famous pie by yourself at home. Or thinking, if these expectations are too heavy to think about, 
not having what you normally have, I think this would be a good opportunity to maybe do something 
different, make carnitas, or try just to do something completely different if your family's not able to be 
together like they normally are.

Lindsey:

Making a new tradition, I love that. My husband's family is getting lobsters this year. He said, "Well, since
everything's going to be so weird, we decided to make it really weird and we're going to do lobster 
instead of Turkey." And I love that, embrace a new tradition, that's really good advice.

Stephanie:

And I think taking care of yourself. If your family members are going to get upset, and they are going to 
get frustrated at your boundaries, I think taking it one day at a time and being kind to yourself, that just 



because other people get upset doesn't mean you've done anything wrong. I just really want people to 
say that over and over to themselves. Taking time for ourselves, doing what our family needs to do, 
doesn't mean that we don't love our parents. I mean, it's another dialect. We can love our family, and we
can also say, "We can't see you this holiday." And that is hard.

Lindsey:

Just because somebody gets upset at a boundary that you've made, it doesn't mean that you've made 
the wrong choice, or that there's something wrong with you, it's their reaction to the situation.

Stephanie:

Mm-hmm (affirmative). And we are not responsible for everybody else's feelings.

Lindsey:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Stephanie:

So what we are responsible for is our own emotion regulation. I mean, how we respond to situations can
increase or decrease the likelihood of how somebody else is going to respond. But I think it's important 
to know too, I'm responsible for how I emotionally regulate myself, even if my parent or sibling or other 
family member loses it.

Lindsey:

So how do we stay engaged in a relationship when all we want to do is walk away and instead find our 
people, those people that have the same thoughts and beliefs we do, and sometimes it can be easier to 
be around those people. So what do we do when that's hard?

Stephanie:

I think that this is a great point, and I really want to stress that you should walk away from a relationship 
if it is abusive, if there are really unhealthy signs, and that it puts you, or people that you love, in harm, 
emotional harm, physical harm. I do want to make it clear, within my talk of dialects, that you also fully 
should cut somebody off if it is a really unhealthy relationship.

Stephanie:

But going back to your question, how do we stay engaged when it does become really hard? That is the 
hard question, because certain family members, we may have to see, or we may have to continue a 
relationship with them, and it's not necessarily abusive, but there is a bit of contention there. And I 
personally think that it is important to keep ourselves informed, and to have those hard conversations 
with people who think differently than us.

Stephanie:

I think sometimes too, it's a bit of a question. I think about myself as a white female with certain 
privileges, and I do think even as a social worker, that it's important for me to maintain some of these 
stressful relationships, because some conversations I think are worth having, and that I shouldn't be 
informed about, and not just escape into my bubble, because I think that's how we can come together.

Stephanie:

But I know for some other people, it can be very traumatizing to be in certain relationships, and 
secondary traumatizing to hear about the things that certain people are saying. So I do think it is a 
personal choice and kind of an individual choice on what exactly is happening in that relationship. But I 
do think coming together and being able to talk and see both sides of a situation can be very helpful for 
a country moving forward too.



Lindsey:

I liked what you said, and I want to just go back and touch on that really fast, about keeping people who 
have differing viewpoints in our lives as being important, because it challenges us in a way, and maybe 
makes us grow and think, and maybe we challenged them.

Stephanie:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Lindsey:

If you stay inside your bubble, I don't know if that's really helping you or anybody else.

Stephanie:

Yeah, I mean, if we stay in a bubble where we all think the same and we all agree, then sometimes I think
that kind of cultivates, we become unaware of what's happening, or sometimes I think we can start 
seeing us versus them, or the other, and we're not cultivating empathy for other people in a way. So 
within reason, within our own boundaries and within our own mental health, I think it's also very okay to
take breaks from people.

Lindsey:

Absolutely. Oh my gosh, I can't tell you how many times I've [inaudible 00:25:43] people.

Stephanie:

Right?

Lindsey:

Go back and eventually maybe you just need a little a breather.

Stephanie:

Yeah, and over this holiday season, if it's feeling too much, I want to encourage people to take a break, 
take a break from hard conversations, save it for 2021 if you really need to. I think we've had a lot on our 
plate. And I think also giving people permission to get off social media right now.

Lindsey:

Yeah.

Stephanie:

You know, you can unfollow your mother if her posts are causing you a lot of stress.

Lindsey:

I feel like we need that printed somewhere, you can follow your mother.

Stephanie:

That uncle you never see any more, but every time he posts it just makes you so angry, you feel upset for
the rest of the day. Maybe you shouldn't be following him right now. Let's give ourselves a break, let's 
give ourselves the opportunity to de-stress during a very stressful time. So yeah, you heard it here from 
me, you can get off of social media for the holidays. It is okay..

Lindsey:

It might be a good thing. We get so many of the highlights through social media and not enough of what 
real life is like, or it can, it just is so divisive. I feel like it's done a lot more harm than good.



Stephanie:

And I think, too, it takes away that relational piece, where we do feel close to people, but we are not in 
that relationship, I think, to always really change each other's minds about certain issues. And so I do 
think it can be a hotbed for people being in their first floor, and really escalating a situation.

Lindsey:

So if you're not feeling in your first four on social media, you heard it here, you can unfollow.

Stephanie:

And I was thinking too, there are a couple of skills that could help help you return to your first floor. So if 
you do find yourself in a difficult conversation with a family member, or over a Zoom call, one thing you 
can do, you can excuse yourself. And we often talk about temperatures. So putting some type of ice pack 
on your forehead, on the back of your neck, if you don't have that, splashing cold water can really help 
reduce some of your heart rate feel that intensity. It can also be a very mindful activity to feel the change
in temperature in your body. Also some intense exercise. If you can get out and do a bunch of jumping 
jacks, especially if you're feeling really angry.

Lindsey:

You know I'm here for that. All the burpees, just do all the burpees.

Stephanie:

I was thinking about you too. I was like, what do you do that's so well, planking. I was like, you could go 
do intense planking, is another way of trying to expel, especially the angry energy, or just making sure 
that you're doing some type of exercise. And then I think a really huge one that is often said by 
therapists, I feel like we're a broken record, but we're always like, be mindful of your breath. But I think 
what we're really saying is that, one of the ways to activate your third floor again is to activate the 
calming system in your body, and to activate that calling system really is about regulating your breath. 
Because when you're in that first floor, when you're in fight flight, when you're like, ah, you start taking 
shallower breaths, you're not getting as much oxygen.

Stephanie:

And so to calm your system down, one of the things I often talk to my clients with is paced breathing. So 
paced breathing, which you may have heard of before, is there's multiple ways to do it. One of the ways 
is breathing in for a count of four through your nose, holding for four. This is called boxed breathing. 
Breathing out through your mouth for four, and then holding for four. Or one of my favorites is you 
breathe in for a number, let's say four or five, and then you breathe out for longer, you make sure that 
the breathing out is longer. Because as we're breathing out, that's helping our brain calm down, and 
getting that oxygen, and making sure too that we move our breath from our throat, upper lungs, and we 
start taking deeper belly breaths back down into our abdomen. So this all can really help us get back up 
to our third floor.

Stephanie:

And then another one that I really like is progressive muscle relaxation. So that is where you would start 
at the top of your head, and you would tense it, and then relax it, and then kind of like a body scan, go 
through your whole body tensing your muscles and then relaxing them, and feel the weight of that 
relaxation. And it's something you can do while you sit in a chair, if you are with family, or if you're on a 
Zoom call. You can do it quietly to yourself, and just noticing that, because as you start falling down into 
your first floor, you'll start to feel it. So maybe just thinking, okay, release my hands, relax my jaw, let my 
shoulders come down, unclench my legs as they're all twisted up here as I'm listening to a conversation. 
So really get into that space, so then you're able to say, or set a boundary, or say something back that 
you feel good about.



Lindsey:

You know, I think we have talked a little bit about what, and it's no secret, everybody knows 2020 has 
been a really divisive year for a lot of people and for a variety of reasons, and I think families are really 
feeling this on a deep level this year. And being apart, or divided by COVID-19, and differing political and 
social justice views, and then we of course have the already pre-existing raw points that have always 
been there, maybe from your childhood and what have you. So how do we shift the narrative then away 
from things that divide us instead to things that unite us?

Stephanie:

This is such an important thing to be discussing, because there is a lot of baggage there, there is a lot of 
divisive stuff, there is childhood issues that all of us struggle with, even in the best families. And so how 
do we move needle to focusing on the things that unite us? And so again, I think I would come back to 
coping ahead to planning ahead. Having that conversation with your family, even saying what you just 
said to me, I really want this to be a good holiday. Mom and dad, or aunts and uncles, or siblings, like 
hey, we really want to focus on what's working right right now, because I think that is how we can move 
forward during these stressful times.

Stephanie:

And I think a lot of times in our news, and in social media, we see a lot of what is going wrong, and a lot 
of mistakes or other things that people are making. But I think sometimes we do forget just about how 
much sacrifice, and how many beautiful things that have been going on during COVID, making us more 
appreciative of the small things.

Lindsey:

Absolutely.

Stephanie:

Like being more thoughtful about little gifts that we're able to get each other, or sending letters or 
writing notes, or kind of coming back to the basics of communication with our families. I think that there 
could be a lot of meaningful things too this Thanksgiving season, and this can even carry over and 
Christmas is maybe having an activity with our families where we go around and we talk about what 
we're thankful for, or maybe we talk about what did we learn this year? Maybe trying to bring the 
narrative to growth into what connects us together in these conversations. And I think bringing the kids 
as a part of this too, letting the kids see us talk about our feelings, and talk about our hope for the 
future.

Lindsey:

You've been doing a new thing in the evenings now around the table, and I think our six year old started 
it, but we go around and say what we're thankful for. And at first it felt really corny and I was like, oh, are
we the family that does this kind of stuff? Yes, yes we are. But you're right, when you're listening to the 
news, and when you're on social media, so much of that stuff is just absolutely geared towards things 
that inflame and divide, I think because they sell papers and it gets more likes, or whatever, and really 
kind of stripping it down and getting back to, what are you thankful for? What are the small things? My 
daughter said she was thankful for peanut butter.

Stephanie:

It is delicious.

Lindsey:

Honestly, I think that child would starve without peanut butter, so I too am very thankful for peanut 
butter.



Stephanie:

And I think, too, just as negative feelings are contagious, so are positive feelings. Not to sound extremely 
corny, but emotions love themselves. So if you are sad and you're crying, then you want to listen to sad 
music, then you look at yourself in the mirror crying, and then you feel even more sad, it kind of 
snowballs. But the same is with joy, and with hope. And I think if we can start to cultivate some of those 
activities that bring a family joy, like a favorite game or a song, or some really happy memories, or some 
other things like that, that can start a snowball of really positive feelings of laughter. Maybe this is the 
time to break out a funny movie, so get people, get people laughing, and the more we laugh, the more 
we feel inclined to do so.

Lindsey:

So maybe being intentional about how we shift that narrative, I think.

Stephanie:

I think so. And I mean, not to cover over everything, but just kind of giving yourself some grace this 
holiday, that it is hard, so how do we make the best of it?

Lindsey:

Stephanie, thank you so much for being here. You've been lovely to have on, and I think there's some 
really good things that you've shared with us tonight that I'll definitely start implementing moving 
forward.

Stephanie:

Oh, thank you.

Lindsey:

You've been listening to PeakConnection with our guest today, Stephanie Bagley. Stephanie owns a 
private practice in Davis, California, where she focuses on partnering with clients, helping to manage 
anxiety, depression, and regulate emotions. She can be contacted through her psychology today profile, 
which we've linked in the show notes, as well as on our website at peakconnection.net. Stephanie, thank
you again.

Stephanie:

Thank you.


