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Understanding the Pattern

Relationships involve a continuous exchange of responsibilities, decisions, emotional support, and effort.
Sometimes one person naturally takes the lead. Other times, responsibilities are shared or exchanged
depending on availability, capability, interest, and circumstances.

Differences in contribution are not necessarily a problem.

Challenges can develop when one person increasingly takes responsibility for managing something while
another becomes less involved, less confident, or less willing to participate.

Over time, the pattern can become self-reinforcing.

Overfunctioning occurs when someone regularly assumes responsibility beyond what is necessary,
appropriate, or mutually agreed upon. This may involve anticipating, reminding, monitoring, correcting,
rescuing, or taking over.

Underfunctioning occurs when someone repeatedly participates less than they reasonably can or than
the shared system requires, potentially relying on another person to initiate, manage, or complete
responsibilities.

These patterns are not fixed personality traits. The same person may overfunction in one area and
underfunction in another.

Importantly, differences in capability, health, neurodivergence, available time, and other circumstances
can create legitimate differences in contribution. Unequal effort does not automatically indicate an
unhealthy pattern.

The objective is not to make both people do the same amount of everything.

The objective is to develop a relationship in which responsibility, support, autonomy, and
accountability are more intentional and sustainable.

How the Cycle Develops
Consider a familiar situation:
One partner notices that something needs attention and takes responsibility for getting it done.

The other partner participates less, perhaps because they assume it is already being handled, don't share
the same urgency, or have become accustomed to someone else managing it.

The first partner becomes frustrated and takes on even more responsibility.

The second partner may experience criticism, reduced autonomy, or the sense that their contributions are
never sufficient.

Eventually, both partners feel misunderstood.



The Overfunctioning Experience

e '"Ifldon'tdoit, itwon't getdone."

¢ "l have to remind everyone."

e "Whyam I always the one thinking ahead?"
e "ltwould be easierto do it myself."

e "lIfeellike I'm carrying everything."

The Underfunctioning Experience

e "Nothingldois ever good enough."

e "Why bother ifit's going to be redone?"

e "lthought it was already being handled."

e "l don'tgetto do things my way."

¢ "lfeellike I'm constantly being managed."

Both experiences can be genuine.

However, the way each person responds may unintentionally reinforce the very pattern they want to
change. More managing > Less ownership 2> More frustration > More managing.

The opportunity is to recognize the cycle rather than define one partner as the problem.

Before Deciding Someone Is Doing Too Much or Too Little

An important question often gets overlooked: Are we disagreeing about responsibility, or are we
disagreeing about the standard?

Two people may share a responsibility but have very different expectations about what constitutes
sufficient effort, quality, or completion.

One person may consider a task finished. The other may see several additional things that could or should
be done. Without an agreed baseline, these differences can become interpreted as laziness, control,
indifference, perfectionism, or a lack of appreciation.

Sometimes those interpretations are inaccurate.
Before evaluating who is overfunctioning or underfunctioning, distinguish between three situations:
1. An Unmet Shared Responsibility

Something the relationship or household genuinely needs is not being completed to an agreed,
reasonable standard.

The opportunity is to address ownership, accountability, capacity, and follow-through.



2. A Personal Preference Beyond the Shared Standard

The shared responsibility is adequately completed, but one person prefers additional detail, effort, or
quality.

The opportunity is to recognize that the additional work may be a personal choice rather than a shared
requirement.

3. An Unclear or Disputed Standard

The partners have never established what sufficient completion looks like, or they disagree about what the
system reasonably requires.

The opportunity is to negotiate a baseline rather than assume that either person's standard automatically
governs the relationship.

Minimum Dose vs. Self-Achievement Activities
Minimum Dose: What Is Good Enough for the Shared System?

The minimum dose is the mutually understood level of effort, responsibility, or completion that
adequately meets the needs of the relationship, household, family, or shared activity.

Minimum does not mean careless, inadequate, or the least effort someone can get away with.
It means sufficient for the purpose.

A reasonable minimum dose accounts for safety, health, dependents, shared agreements, practical
needs, and the circumstances of the people involved.

Self-Achievement Activity: What Do | Personally Want Beyond That?

A Self-Achievement Activity occurs when someone chooses to invest additional time, effort, attention, or
detail beyond the agreed baseline because the higher standard matters personally to them.

The additional effort may provide:

e Personal satisfaction or enjoyment.

e Pride in workmanship.

e Asense of accomplishment.

o Greater organization or predictability.

e An expression of personal values.

e Apreferred aesthetic, process, or experience.

There is nothing inherently unhealthy about wanting to do more.

The important distinction: My preference for additional effort does not automatically make that
additional effort your responsibility.



Examples
Activity Minimum Dose — WE/US Self-Achievement — ME

Kitch Dishes cleaned, food stored, surfaces Deep-cleaning appliances, organizing every
itchen

reasonably maintained drawer, polishing fixtures
Vard Lawn and outdoor areas maintained Detailed edging, ornamental landscaping,
ar
to agreed standards elaborate gardening
Vacation Essential transportation, lodging, and Researching every restaurant, creating detailed
[
logistics arranged itineraries, planning special experiences
Laundr Clothing clean, dry, and reasonably = Specialized folding systems, sorting by color or
u
y put away category
) A meaningful, agreed Elaborate decorations, personalized gifts,
Celebrations ) ] ]
acknowledgment of an occasion extensive event planning
Household Shared items accessible, functional, Labeling, color-coding, or arranging items
organization and reasonably organized according to a preferred system

These examples are illustrative. The actual baseline must be appropriate to the situation and agreed upon
by the people involved.

A self-achievement activity may benefit everyone, but benefiting everyone does not automatically make
the extra effort a shared obligation.

When Self-Achievement Becomes a Relationship Trap

A challenge develops when an individual preference gradually becomes an expectation for everyone else.
For example:

One partner enjoys maintaining an exceptionally organized home.

They spend additional time arranging, cleaning, labeling, and organizing beyond what the household
needs to function.

The other partner completes their agreed responsibilities but does not share the same interest in
additional organization.

Over time, the first partner may begin to experience the extra work as evidence of unequal contribution.
The second partner may begin to experience the higher standard as an ever-changing requirement.

What began as an individual preference has become a source of conflict.



The trap is not wanting more. The trap is treating a personal preference as an obligation that the
other person never agreed to.

This can happen in both directions.
The person who prefers the higher standard may:

¢ Feelresentful about additional work they have chosen.

e Correct orredo tasks that already meet the baseline.

¢ Interpret different preferences as a lack of care.

e Expectappreciation or participation that was never discussed.

The other partner may:

e Dismiss the importance of the preference.

¢ Become defensive about requests for additional effort.

¢ Assume that anything beyond the minimum is unreasonable.
e Withdraw from responsibilities that genuinely belong to them.

Neither position automatically resolves the underlying difference.

A healthier response begins by identifying what belongs to ME, what has been agreed within WE, and what
the shared US actually needs.

Where Overfunctioning & Underfunctioning Show Up
These patterns are not limited to household chores.
Responsibilities & Daily Life

One partner anticipates, plans, reminds, and monitors. The other waits for direction or becomes
accustomed to someone else managing the process.

Try This: Clarify ownership. Who is responsible for noticing, planning, completing, and following through?
Distinguish shared requirements from individual preferences about how the task gets done.

Emotional Experiences

One partner consistently tries to regulate, interpret, or resolve the other's emotional experiences. The
other may increasingly depend on that partner or withdraw from participating.

Try This: Offer support without automatically taking responsibility for another adult's emotional
experience. Ask whether they want listening, reassurance, perspective, or practical assistance.

Communication & Conflict

One partner initiates every difficult conversation, identifies the pattern, and attempts repair. The other
may wait, avoid, or assume the first partner will eventually address it.



Try This: Create opportunities for both partners to initiate conversations and repair attempts. Recognize
that each person may have a different communication style or processing pace.

Parenting

One parent may repeatedly correct, rescue, or take over. The other may become less confident, less
engaged, or increasingly reluctant to participate.

Try This: Agree on important parenting expectations while allowing reasonable differences in style. Avoid
unnecessary correction or takeover when the child is safe and adequately cared for.

Planning & Decision-Making

One partner researches every option, anticipates every complication, and makes most decisions. The
other may defer or disengage.

Try This: Identify which decisions genuinely require collaboration, which can be individually owned, and
when additional research represents a personal preference rather than a shared necessity.

Connection & Social Life

One partner organizes nearly every shared activity, maintains social connections, and initiates
opportunities for intimacy or fun.

Try This: Discuss what each partner wants from shared experiences and how each can participate in
creating them. Avoid assuming that different levels of enthusiasm mean different levels of commitment.

Why These Patterns Develop
Overfunctioning and underfunctioning can emerge for many reasons.
They may be influenced by:

e Family-of-origin models and learned roles.

e Different standards, values, and expectations.

e Anxiety, uncertainty, or a desire for predictability.

o Fearof disappointing others or being criticized.

e Previous experiences of unreliability.

o Differences in confidence, experience, or skill.

e Neurodivergence, health concerns, or reduced capacity.

¢ Conflict avoidance or discomfort with disagreement.

o Different definitions of responsibility, fairness, and success.
e Changes inroles, workload, or life circumstances.

For some people, doing more provides a sense of safety or control.

For others, stepping back provides relief from pressure, criticism, or expectations.



Sometimes the pattern reflects a genuine imbalance in responsibility. Other times, it reflects different
preferences or capacities.

Understanding the reason does not eliminate accountability, but it can help identify a more effective
response.

Doing Something Different

Recognizing the pattern is useful. Changing how each person participates is where the work begins.
If You Tend to Overfunction

Do More

e Clarify what the shared system actually requires.

¢ Identify when additional effort is a personal preference.

e Allow others reasonable autonomy over how they complete responsibilities.

e Communicate needs directly rather than relying on anticipation.

e Recognize completed work that meets the agreed baseline.

¢ Investinyour own interests and priorities rather than continually managing others.

Do Less

e Automatically taking over.

e Correcting work simply because it differs from your preferred method.
e Assuming that your urgency is shared.

e Turning personal standards into unspoken expectations.

o Keeping score using additional work that was never mutually required.
¢ Rescuing others from every manageable difficulty.

Ask Yourself: Am | doing this because the system needs it, because someone genuinely needs support, or
because | personally prefer it this way?

If You Tend to Underfunction

Do More

e Take ownership of responsibilities you've agreed to.

 Notice what needs attention without always waiting for direction.

e Communicate honestly about capacity and limitations.

¢ Initiate decisions, conversations, and repair when appropriate.

e Follow through without requiring repeated reminders.

e Recognize the effort another person may be carrying, even when you disagree with their preferred
standard.



Do Less

o Waiting for someone else to manage everything.

e Using different standards as a reason to avoid agreed responsibilities.
e Assuming that another person will always step in.

¢ Withdrawing because a conversation feels uncomfortable.

¢ Equating autonomy with freedom from shared accountability.

Ask Yourself: Am | meeting my agreed responsibilities, or am I relying on someone else to carry something
that reasonably belongs to me?
What Both Partners Can Practice

e Establish areasonable baseline before evaluating contributions.

e Separate essential responsibilities from personal preferences.

e Recognize differences without automatically labeling them as deficiencies.

¢ Negotiate standards rather than impose them.

e Revisit agreements when circumstances or capacity change.

e Appreciate effort without turning appreciation into an obligation to meet someone else's
standards.

¢ Make room for both autonomy and accountability.

Moving From ME to WE to US

A healthy relationship does not require identical standards, preferences, or levels of enthusiasm.
It does require a way to navigate those differences.

ME — Personal Responsibility

e What matters to me? What standards do | personally prefer? What am | choosing to take on? What
responsibilities genuinely belong to me?

WE — Accommodation & Flexibility

e How do we recognize and accommodate our differences? Where can we accept different
approaches? What requires negotiation rather than correction?

US — Shared Accountability

e What does our relationship or household need? What have we agreed is sufficient? How do we
make sure those responsibilities are met?

The goal is not to eliminate individual preferences.

Itis to make sure those preferences are recognized as preferences unless they have become part of a
mutually agreed shared responsibility.



Questions to Consider

e Where do | tend to take on more responsibility than necessary?

e Where might | rely on someone else to manage something | could reasonably own?
e What personal standards matter to me that may not matter equally to my partner?
e Have we actually agreed on what is good enough?

e Whendo linterpret a difference in standards as a difference in caring?

e Am | counting optional additional effort as though it were a shared obligation?

e Where do we need clearer ownership or better follow-through?

e What could | practice doing differently without requiring my partner to change first?

The Takeaway
Overfunctioning and underfunctioning are not simply about who does more and who does less.

They involve the relationship between responsibility, expectations, autonomy, capacity, and the ways
people respond to one another.

e Sometimes the solution is a more equitable distribution of responsibilities.
e Sometimes itis clearer ownership and accountability.
e Sometimes itis allowing another person to do something differently.

And sometimes it is recognizing that the additional effort we personally desire belongs to us rather than to
the shared system.

The goal isn't for everyone to have the same standards. It's to agree on what the system needs, take
responsibility for what we've committed to, and make room for individual preferences without
automatically turning them into someone else's obligations.

Test & Learn — Notice the pattern. Clarify the baseline. Practice a different response. Review what
changes.



