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Hello, amazing Woman on Fire! Do you or does someone you love suffer from anxiety? I’m 
Debbie Phillips and welcome to this month’s episode of your Women on Fire membership, where I 
introduce you to an inspiring woman who has changed her own life and, in doing so, changed the lives 
of others. The topic today is anxiety. In the United States alone, anxiety disorders are the most 
common mental illness, affecting 40 million adults age 18 or older. That means nearly 20 percent of 
the population every single year suffers from some form of anxiety. Anxiety disorders are highly 
treatable, yet fewer than 40 percent of those suffering receive treatment. 

Anxiety can range from feeling butterflies in your stomach to experiencing a debilitating panic 
attack in which you feel completely out of control of your mind and body. What causes anxiety? Who 
is susceptible? Most important, what can you do about anxiety when it rears its head? And what can 
you do to help those in your life suffering from anxiety? 

Our guest expert today is author, speaker and anxiety expert Stephanie Dalfonzo. You also 
know her as a longtime generous, enthusiastic and very gifted Women on Fire member. Stephanie is 
the author of Goodbye Anxiety, Hello Freedom: How to Build Resilience and Overcome Anxiety. It’s 
a practical and accessible guide to getting anxiety under control and restoring yourself to your natural 
peace, calm and happiness. 

It was a bag of Cheetos that woke Stephanie up to her own suffering from anxiety. Yep, a 
collision with those little orange puffballs launched her into 20 years of research, study and practice 
on the holistic, natural and scientifically proven ways to tame her own anxiety and, eventually, the 
anxiety of thousands of others who are suffering, too. She’s here today to tell her story, to answer your 
questions and to share her life.  

 

Debbie:  Welcome, Stephanie Dalfonzo! 

Stephanie:  Thank you, Debbie. I’m so, so thrilled to be with you today. 

Debbie:  It’s so great to have you. Let’s start with the epiphany that led you to your work today. 
When I read your book, I was thinking of how it so often happens that, from our biggest breakdowns, 
we receive our biggest breakthroughs. And your breakthrough involved Cheetos. 

Stephanie:  Yes, the puffy, orange junk food treat. It was something minor, like the kids were 
bickering or whining. I couldn’t take it anymore, so smash, smash, smash. I stood at my kitchen 
counter smashing their treasured bag of junk food as they cried, “Mommy, please stop. Please stop.” 
It happened because, in the months leading up to it, my anxiety had exploded into debilitating 
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insomnia and so the smallest things set me off. I couldn’t take it. Smash, smash, smash! 

I went to the doctor and got a prescription. It worked for a short time. Then it didn’t work 
anymore, and it was even worse. It was out of control, because then I had these “what if” thoughts. 
“What if? What if I take the pill, and it doesn’t work?” Then I realized that the medication was just a 
Band-Aid and that I needed to start research. I needed to figure out, first of all, what is this anxiety? I 
was in my mid-30s then, Debbie, and I did not know until this incident that I had struggled with 
anxiety my whole life. I didn’t know there was another way to live. That constant thinking in the 
background, “Oh, my gosh, what if …?” I didn’t know there was something different. 

It’s Not Your Fault! 

Stephanie:  I started doing research. In the mid-90s, the internet was just in its infancy, and there 
was no Google. So I was going to the library and trying to get as much information as I could. There 
wasn’t nearly the amount of research there is now. Back then, the first thing I found flooded me with 
relief because I learned it’s not my fault. There’s nothing wrong with me. We are wired this way. 
Anybody who’s listening who feels this, I will tell you that I felt such shame and embarrassment. I felt 
so out of control. But we’re wired this way. We’re wired the same way we were when we lived in caves 
with that fight-or-flight syndrome. We go into an automatic react mode. But there’s another way and 
that is to respond instead. 

Debbie: You spent the next 20 years figuring out all the different ways to respond in a healthier way. 
Steph, I’m going to weave in the member questions because we had so many great ones. Amy Marzluff 
from Columbus, Ohio, said, “How do you know you have anxiety? Are there telltale symptoms?” 

Stephanie:  That’s a great question, Amy, because as I said, the first half of my life I didn’t realize 
that I had anxiety because that was “normal” for me. It could be sleep issues, which is what finally led 
me to say, “Ooh, danger! Problem here!” It could be the constant worrying. My husband, God bless 
him, would say, “Ninety-five percent of what you worry about is never going to happen, so just stop 
it.” That didn’t help me. 

Debbie:  That doesn’t help. 

Stephanie:  I would worry about everything. It was the need to try to control things. Back around 
the time of my Cheetos incident, I kept an immaculate house because, as someone pointed out, it was 
the one thing I felt like I could control. Now, over 20 years later, I don’t keep an immaculate house. I 
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don’t apologize for it. The fear of being judged is so huge, and it gets us to avoid social situations. It 
gets us to go to the self-checkout at the grocery store instead of going through a cashier line because 
you don’t want them to judge what’s in your cart. 

There are physical symptoms. There’s the sweaty palms and racing hearts. A lot of times, 
people overlook GI [gastrointestinal] issues. The oldest person I’ve worked with was an amazing 82-
year-old nana. She came to me because she had seen in the newspaper that I said hypnosis was very 
effective with irritable bowel syndrome. Our stress and anxiety oftentimes show up in our gut. When 
you’re having gut issues, whether or not you put a label on it, check out what’s going on with your 
emotions. With the 82-year-old nana, we got to the root cause, which was from early childhood. Once 
we did that healing work, she was free. She was a devout Catholic who did the readings at morning 
Mass. She emailed me shortly after we worked together and said, “You know what? I made a mistake 
this morning, and it wasn’t a big deal.” She felt free. 

Debbie:  Wow. Part of your work involves going back to find what the root issue is around something 
that is causing anxiety. 

Stephanie:  Yes, I saw something astounding recently: 70 percent of us have experienced at least 
one traumatic event in our life. I was so thrilled when, three days before my book published last year, 
Oprah was on 60 Minutes talking about adverse childhood experiences. I could’ve just cried because 
I’ve known this information for so many years. There I was talking about it in my book, and she was 
bringing it to the national stage right before my book published. 

The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) was a groundbreaking study done in the ’90s, but 
it didn’t come to light until the last few years. You can Google ACEs quiz. They ask 10 simple 
questions. Did you experience this before the age of 18? They’d ask about abuse, emotional, sexual, 
physical abuse. Did you lose a parent through divorce or death or incarceration? This survey of 17,000 
adults was put on by the Centers for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente. This is a big, strong 
research study. If you score four or more on it, there is a direct correlation to physical and emotional 
disease as adults, including depression, obesity, diabetes, suicide attempts, heart disease and cancer. 

My book is to share strategies and techniques so you can cope on a daily basis. But when you 
have those big-time traumas, you have to do the root work. You have to get to the root cause and do 
that healing work. I’m on overachiever. You know that, Debbie, so guess who scored high on that 
ACEs quiz? 

Debbie:  I think you’re also speaking to a group of high achievers. 
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Stephanie:  I think so. I scored high on that ACEs quiz ,and I couldn’t do that work on myself. I had 
to work with other people to do that healing work. Oftentimes, we’re not even aware on a conscious 
level of what those childhood traumas are. When we go and do that healing work and then augment it, 
it’s not enough to say, “I’ve done the healing work. Now I’m fine.” We need to catch our emotional 
balance on a regular basis. You know how thin my book is, Debbie. It’s simple for a reason: simple 
shifts are what create lasting change. 

Debbie:  I love how you also geared the book, because everybody is different. You created, as you say 
in the book, deceptively simple but powerful strategies that are like a smorgasbord. You can open to 
the index of your book and find whatever strategy speaks to you that day or in that moment. 

Stephanie:  Yes, one size doesn’t fit all, so a technique that I might love you might not. Or one is 
working for me today, but I’ll try another tomorrow. It’s when we can weave them into daily life and 
not have to stop and take 20 minutes in the morning to meditate and 20 minutes at night, but when 
we can weave them in through everyday life, that’s how we are emotionally resilient. 

Dealing with Insomnia Through Gratitude 

Debbie:  Steph, let’s go back to your life a little bit for people who haven’t had the good fortune to get 
to know you. Where did you grow up and how did you start your career? 

Stephanie:  I grew up outside Philadelphia. When I was 14 years old, I didn’t know anything about 
the Law of Attraction, but I knew I was going to be a radio DJ. I would hitchhike to the train station 
and take the train to downtown Philadelphia and go hang out at the radio station with the DJs. I 
would be up in my room queuing up my little 45s. Remember those, Debbie? 

Debbie:  Oh, I do. I did the same thing. 

Stephanie:  I’d queue it up and I would say, “And here’s blah, blah, blah on Love 94.” I would 
practice that and then in high school, I was able to do an internship at a radio station. This was 
Philadelphia. It was the fourth-largest market in the country. They said, “You don’t start on the radio 
here.” So I up and moved to south Florida. I was like, “All right, I’ll get on the radio down there.” That 
was the 10th market in the country, so that still was a huge market. And I got on the radio and did 
quite well. I was a celebrity radio DJ for many years down there. 

Debbie:  I love your radio name. Will you share it? 

Stephanie:  My radio name was Stevie Knox. Knox is my maiden name. One night, I’m driving into 
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work to do the midnight shift and listening to the guy who was on before me. He comes out of a 
Fleetwood Mac song and, at the time, I was fascinated because I wanted to sound like Delilah. So he 
comes out of a Fleetwood Mac song and goes, “That’s Fleetwood Mac and Stevie Nicks, and Stevie 
Knox is coming up at midnight.” 

Debbie:  That’s how you adopted the name? 

Stephanie:  Yes. 

Debbie:  Oh, that’s adorable. 

Stephanie:  Isn’t that fun? 

Debbie:  Total side note, I actually love girls’ names that can be then turned into a cute boy’s name, 
like Roberta and Robbie. 

Stephanie:  Right. Right. 

Debbie:  Stevie, oh, I love that. It’s adorable. Then as Stevie Knox, you did that for a while. Then 
what happened? 

Stephanie:  A cross-country move. We moved from south Florida to Portland, Oregon, and Portland 
is where I did my last radio job. That’s what led to the Cheetos incident. I was doing the morning 
show, and I had insomnia. For anybody who’s ever experienced insomnia, you say the word and you 
can see in their face they understand. It is absolutely horrendous. Anybody who’s listening that is 
suffering with it, I want you to really understand that it doesn’t start when you put your head down on 
the pillow. It starts with how you wake up in the morning. 

Debbie, I know that you’re big on starting the day in gratitude. I always think of this one client 
that I had. He was very troubled man. He was a referral from his psychiatrist, and one of the issues for 
why he sent him to me for was insomnia. I said, “How do you start your day?” He said, “An alarm on 
my phone.” I asked, “Would you play it for me?” “Wah, wah, wah.” That was how he was starting his 
day. So where was it going to go? 

Debbie:  South. 

Stephanie:  If you suffer with insomnia, you have to understand that how you start your day sets the 
whole foundation for the next 24 hours, and that as you empty your stress bucket during the day, 
that’s the key. It’s not waiting until the end of the day, because by then we’re overflowing with the 
stress and anxiety. We’re in overwhelm. We’re in panic attack. We have to offload it on a regular basis. 

Debbie:  Steph, maybe this is where one of the strategies comes in. How would you suggest that 
women listening start their day? 
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Stephanie:  I would so highly recommend starting your day with a commitment to yourself that you 
will not put your foot on the floor until you have said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” and come 
up with at least three or more things to be grateful for. I think we’d all agree, some mornings, that’s 
tough. Some mornings, it’s like, “I can’t find anything to be grateful for,” when maybe it’s, “I’m 
grateful I remembered to brush my teeth last night. I’m grateful that I have a roof over my head. I’m 
grateful for a soft bed.” 

A lot of times, when people think gratitude, it has to be, “I’m grateful because I won the 
lottery.” Start the day with even the smallest amount of gratitude. I always say, Thank you, thank you, 
thank you,” because there is a special energetic signature to amplifying gratitude times three. It’s 
exponentially off the charts. But we all have had those mornings when we wake up and think there’s 
nothing to be grateful for. You remember, Debbie, you were a guest when I had my podcast. I 
interviewed Joe Vitale from The Secret. He said he was homeless for a while. When we talked about 
gratitude, he said, “I wake up in the morning, and I am so grateful that I have a home. I’m so grateful 
that I slept in a bed.” 

Debbie:  Or my friend 90-year-old Anne Gallagher, who I talk about a lot. Anne has always woken up 
saying, “Good morning, Anne Gallagher, you lucky girl. You’re alive. Now what are you going to do to 
make a difference in the world?” 

Stephanie:  I saw you post that recently, and I loved it. 

Debbie:  I know. That’s just very, very inspiring and great. Here’s the thing about this, Steph. It 
doesn’t take long to do that. If you can get into the habit of, as you said, before you put your feet on 
the floor, just to think that way or say that out loud takes less than 60 seconds. 

Stephanie:  Right. That’s why you and Rob so generously gave us those gratitude pads. 

Debbie:  Ah, thank you. That’s right, because it just makes a huge, huge difference. 

Stephanie:  Having that gratitude pad is a great reminder. It’s right there. Yes, I need to do my 
gratitude. 

Simple Shifts That Create Change 

Debbie:  I want to look at some of these other questions. Beth Bryce asks, “How can I best support 
someone with anxiety?” 

Stephanie:  Oh, that’s beautiful, Beth. 
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Debbie:  Of course, Beth would say that because she’s always supporting so many other people in 
their lives. 

Stephanie:  The best way to support someone who’s struggling with anxiety is to do exactly that: 
support them. I know from experience and from working with so many people, there is certainly a 
level of shame and embarrassment to it. Lord knows I love my husband. We’ve been married for 34 
years, but in the early days of our marriage, he’d go, “Oh, just relax.” That doesn’t help. 

Debbie:  No. What should people NOT say? “Just relax.” “Calm down.” 

Stephanie:  Right. When you recognize this is something you’re struggling with, you can say, “I’m 
sorry you’re having a tough time. Can we just take a moment and breathe?” 

Debbie:  Nice. 

Stephanie:  I love this, Debbie. This is one of the techniques in the book: what’s right right now? If 
you can stop when you’re in the midst of chaos and everything looks absolute yucky, and you think, 
“What’s right right now? I’m breathing” — thank you, Anne Gallagher — “I’m having a wonderful 
conversation with this woman I admire, Debbie Phillips.” What’s right right now? Again, there are so 
many different breath techniques in the book because our breath is always with us. When someone 
you know or love is experiencing anxiety, don’t tell them, “Just relax or go to the doctor and get some 
medication.” Don’t judge. That’s the hardest thing. Withhold that judgment because they’re already 
struggling with enough. 

Debbie:  The other simple strategy you talked about that I love and I’ve practiced so many times — I 
actually get goosebumps from it sometimes — is to breathe in a color. 

Stephanie:  Yes! Colors have energetic signatures to them. For example, pink is the energy of 
unconditional love. Blue — as you know, I am the Blue Lady — is very calming. Even black is. When I 
have a client, I ask, “What’s your color?” If they go, “I got black,” they think it’s a negative. But black is 
the energy of strength and protection. When I tell somebody, “You’re in this beautiful, calming place. 
What color pops for you?” Without judging, whatever color it is, that’s your color to bring you to peace 
and calm. 

Debbie:  Oh, that’s so good. Steph, I often breathe in blue and breathe out white. What does that 
mean? 

Stephanie:  That’s absolutely beautiful. So many times, when people come up with two colors, the 
majority of the time it’s blue and white. 

Debbie:  Huh. Who knew? 
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Stephanie:  Who knew? 

Debbie:  Laura Tiberi from Westerville, Ohio, asks, “How do I effectively set aside all the noise in my 
head and get some breathing room?” 

Stephanie:  Oh, Laura, you don’t set it aside. Years ago, Neale Donald Walsch, the beautiful spiritual 
teacher, wrote a book — he’s written many books — called Happier Than God. I loved it so much. 
You’ll really get this, Debbie, and you’ll really get this, Laura. He was being interviewed and said, 
“Just set aside time to do this. We have to weave it in through every day. At various points, just stop 
for 10 seconds.” If you were interviewing him, Debbie, he’d say, “All right, Debbie, just stop for 10 
seconds.” [Pause] Debbie, you get an A+. Most people can’t make it the 10 seconds. 

Debbie:  I want to keep going! Do I have to come back? Oh, that’s so great, Steph. 

Stephanie:  When I heard this interview, he kept saying, and I’m not going to say her name, but he 
kept saying, “Just stop for 10 seconds.” She jumped right in with a question or comment. He did this 
repeatedly through the hour-long interview. She never heard him say, “Really, just stop for 10 
seconds.” 

Debbie:  Wow! What a shift. As I’m sitting here in the studio and we’re talking, even that 10-second 
shift did something for me. A peace came over me. That is another one of your amazing tips: Stop for 
10 seconds. Tell us something else. Tell us about smile. That’s another one of my favorites. 

Stephanie:  It’s kind of like that expression “Fake it until you make it.” Some mornings, it is so 
tough to find something to be grateful for. It is so tough to feel like smiling. I went through a period of 
some pretty heavy grief and depression last year. There were days when it was really, really hard for 
me to smile, and I would force myself to. I think you know, Debbie, I am that go-getter that Bob Burg 
talks about. I’m always smiling at people. 

Debbie:  Yes, you are. Lots of energy. 

Stephanie:  I’m always complimenting people because it doesn’t cost me anything and it spreads 
some good out into the world. When we smile, even if we don’t feel like it, it automatically lifts our 
spirits. So if somebody’s struggling, I would invite you for the next seven days to make a commitment 
to yourself to stop for 10 seconds at various points during the day and practice smiling. Even if you 
look at yourself in the mirror and you’ve got that fake smile and there’s no smile in your eyes, that’s all 
right. Notice how it starts to lighten things. It’s not going to take you from black to white if that’s how 
you’re feeling emotionally. But if you can lift it just a little bit, that’s the simple shift that creates 
lasting change. 
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EFT and Healing from Capital-T Traumas 

Debbie:  Steph, I think the ACEs quiz is something all Women on Fire should take, but do you also 
find that anxiety in your clients can be situational? The reason I ask is I would say that I’m, in general, 
not an anxious person, but, of course, I’ve had many episodes of anxiety. The greatest anxiety I ever 
felt was a few days after 9/11, when planes started flying again. I flew pretty quickly after that, and I 
had such an anxiety attack that I thought I was going to take my clothes off. I jumped up and the 
flight attendant — I so wish I knew who it was because she was so incredible — put a cold pack on my 
neck and let me walk around the galley until I calmed down. Do you find that anxiety can be 
situational, as you were saying about last year? 

Stephanie:  Definitely. I’m not a medical professional, and I don’t put myself out there as one. I 
don’t talk about labels, but anxiety can be something that you experience on a regular basis or it can 
be situational like that. At that time, our entire country was at crisis levels of anxiety, so it’s not 
uncommon that you would be on a plane and feel it all of a sudden. But that didn’t continue. It’s not 
like that switch got turned on and then off to the races you went. 

Debbie:  Yes, I’m thinking back now and I don’t remember. Obviously, as coaches, Rob and I pay 
great attention to Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT). I know you do it in part of your repertoire, 
and it was part of ours. That was very helpful to us, especially once Rob was diagnosed with cancer. 
We paid a lot of attention to our anxiety coming up and used EFT quite often. Do you want to say a 
little bit about EFT? 

Stephanie:  Gary Craig and EFT changed my life. I interviewed him twice when I had my podcast. I 
said, “Gary, you changed my life.” Back around the time of the Cheetos incident, when my medication 
wasn’t working and I started my research, I happened to be on a teleclass. It was on my corded 
telephone back then, and it was cutting edge technology. Here’s this man, Gary Craig — a Stanford-
trained engineer, so he’s not woo-woo — talking about this Emotional Freedom Technique, tapping. I 
started doing it, and I was able to sleep again. Whoa! 

The Emotional Freedom Technique, or tapping, is so incredibly powerful. And yet, if that’s all 
I knew, there would’ve been many people over the years that I would not be able to help because I’ve 
had people who say, “That doesn’t work for me.” That’s why I’m a lifelong learner. I’m always learning 
more and more ways, so if I’m doing something with someone and it’s not working, I don’t say, “Oh, 
well, that’s not working. Now let’s try this.” I just seamlessly move into another technique that may 
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work for them. But I really get on a soapbox about tapping. 

Debbie:  Me, too. I’m your compatriot here because I think it’s really powerful. I agree with you that 
if one of these techniques doesn’t work for you, move on to one that does. But these are very powerful. 

Stephanie:  Right. With the tapping, there are scripts and that’s a one-size-fits-all approach. I didn’t 
use scripts when I had my hypnosis practice. I’ve never used scripts because when we’re talking about 
the average childhood experiences, we’re talking about capital-T Traumas. We’re not talking about 
small-T traumas. 

Debbie:  What would categorize as capital-T traumas? 

Stephanie:  A capital-T trauma would be any of those adverse childhood experiences, such as 
emotional, sexual or physical abuse; losing a parent; being in a horrendous situation like a fire in your 
house or a horrible car accident. Those are capital-T traumas. Then there are also small-T traumas, 
such as when a 62-year-old woman came to me for help with weight loss. I opened the door and here’s 
this woman who had maybe an extra five pounds on her. I was like, “Did I make a mistake?” 

 We did the healing work, and it turned out that when she was five or six years old, her father 
had come home with a junky jewelry box for her with the little plastic jewels on the outside of it, and 
her mother freaked out. “How dare you bring her presents. You can’t pay more attention to her than 
me, and blah, blah, blah, blah.” We did the healing work. She came back the next week and said, “I 
don’t know why, but I just don’t feel like I need to be perfect anymore.” On the surface, that’s a small-
T trauma, right? It doesn’t seem like it’s a big deal. Yet, for almost 60 years, this was affecting her. 

 The point about big-T traumas, tying it back into EFT and tapping, is that a script is not going 
to help you. A script is not going to help you heal a really deep emotional wound. Please, anybody 
who’s listening who sees those scripts, don’t use them. If you have big-T traumas, you really need to 
have somebody help you through it. 

Debbie:  You mean like a therapist? 

Stephanie:  A therapist, a healer, somebody like me, because the scripts are one-size-fits-all. When I 
had my hypnosis practice for 10 years, I would help people quit smoking. I was very successful at 
helping people to not just quit but to become nonsmokers for life. It was because every one of them 
had a different relationship to the cigarettes. It was for different reasons they started smoking. It was 
for different reasons they were ready to get free of it. So if I just read the same hypnosis script for 
quitting smoking every time, I wouldn’t have had the success rate I did. 
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Helping Children with Anxiety 

Debbie:  Let me ask you about kids and anxiety. We’re getting so many reports these days of first- 
and second-graders experiencing anxiety. What can parents do if they notice that their children are 
anxious? 

Stephanie:  We are having crisis levels of stress, anxiety and depression with our kids, our teens, our 
young adults. You may be surprised at what my answer is to that question, Debbie. My answer is to 
take care of yourself first. Put that oxygen mask on yourself first because anxious parents have 
anxious kids. As a parent, I understand you want to take care of your kids. You learn these techniques, 
and you want to teach your kid. It doesn’t work that way. You have to take care of your stuff first, and 
then you can start helping your kids. When we don’t take care of ourselves, how do we take care of our 
kids? It’s impossible, but we don’t necessarily think, “I’m not doing so well in that area, either.” 

Debbie:  That’s so interesting. There were a lot of things in my growing up that I should have, could 
have been anxious for, but neither of my parents were anxious people. They always, even under the 
hardest circumstances, instilled confidence and my family went through a lot of tough times. I think 
that’s a really great point. Role-modeling is the greatest gift we can give our kids. 

Stephanie:  Yes. 

Should You Medicate for Anxiety? 

Debbie:  Noelle Celeste asks a great question: “How do we make the decision about whether to 
medicate for anxiety?” Is there, in your experience, Stephanie, any reason to medicate for anxiety? 
How do we make the decision? 

Stephanie:  Noelle, great question. It’s a personal decision. A lot of people think that I am totally 
anti-medication. I’m not. However, I do want to share that Dr. Kelly Brogan, M.D. — she’s not new, 
and she’s a medical doctor — says no to medication. She does not prescribe medications because she 
says the medications perpetuate the problem. My attitude has always been that it is a personal choice. 
I would never say, “Don’t medicate.” I can remember clients coming in with a bottle of Xanax in their 
pocket, be like, “Don’t judge me.” First of all, I’m not going to judge you for that. If you sprain your 
ankle, you need crutches. If you feel like medication is going to help you, then that’s your personal 
decision. 
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That being said, there are other options. Again, I don’t believe in a one-size-fits-all approach. I 
keep pointing back to Kelly Brogan because she’s so well-respected and has done so much research. 
There’s also Dr. Christiane Northrup, who is also a medical doctor. She says the same thing. Again, I 
would never say to anybody “Medicate” or “Don’t medicate.” It’s a personal decision, but look at many 
different options. Again, when I went to the doctor back in the mid-’90s, a prescription was all they 
knew, right? 

Debbie:  Right. 

Stephanie:  Now, there’s a lot more and, having the internet, we can search “What are my options?” 

Debbie:  Right. It’s interesting. The day that Rob and I received the diagnosis for his cancer, it was so 
overwhelming and the doctor was kind but insensitive. He just kept going on and on and on in a very 
negative way. Of course, knowing what I know, both as a coach and in this kind of work, I was trying 
not to let this seep into every corner of my body. But it was so overwhelming that I was starting to 
pass out. I said to him, “I’m having a little bit of difficulty here.” He looked at me and said, “Oh, you’re 
doing fine. I want you to come over afterward, and I will get you a prescription for Ativan,” which he 
did, by the way. 

Debbie:  Immediately, in that moment, I was like, “No, no, no, no, I’m going to use one of my own 
techniques.” That’s what I was thinking in my head. It did become really, really super overwhelming. I 
actually do have a prescription, and I made a decision. This is just personal, but to your point, since 
Rob’s death, I’ve had only one day where I was in such great despair that by the end of the day, after 
nearly 24 hours of despair, I called one of our Women on Fire members who is a nurse, and I said, “I 
have a 0.5 milligram of Ativan. Should I take it?” She said, “Absolutely.” It was really amazing because 
nothing was working for me. I was breathing and doing all the things I know to do, but nothing 
helped. In my journey so far, that was my choice in that moment, but the rest of the time, the 
techniques work. 

Stephanie:  Thank you so much for sharing that, Debbie. I can’t tell you what I’m experiencing right 
now because you just gave such a gift to somebody who’s listening to this who is struggling with that. 
If I take medication, is something wrong with me? 

Debbie:  Yes, will I become addicted? 

Stephanie:  There’s also that feeling of “I should be able to muscle through this.” Well, no. There are 
days that you just can’t muscle through it. It’s not like you’re now going to pop pills every day. It’s 
“OK, I’ve tried these other options and they’re not working, so let me find something that will.” 
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Debbie:  Thank you for saying that. Also, I wanted to ask you about CBD [cannabidiol] or CBD oil. 
Anybody listening who doesn’t know, that’s a part of the marijuana plant that is separated out, not the 
hallucinogenic part. Over the summer, when Rob was struggling and I was caring for him, I ended up 
taking drops of CBD, both in a liquid and in an oil form on my hands. I rubbed it on Rob’s legs, as 
well. That seemed to reduce any sort of anxiety. Do you have any opinion about CBD oil, which is very 
prevalent now? 

Stephanie:  I do. It’s so interesting because when my book published, I got flooded with people 
saying, “Hey, will you rep my CBD oil?” I turned and ran the other way because it was all so smarmy. 
Since that time, I have tried it. I haven’t found what other people have found, but again, it’s one size 
doesn’t fit all. I know some people who have said it’s been really helpful for them. Again, I don’t say, 
“That’s not good because it didn’t work for me.” That wasn’t my cup of tea or my oil, but I know other 
people who are saying. “Wow! It’s been really, really helpful.” 

Debbie:  Exactly. I think this is all to your point that we have so much choice rather than going to the 
place that a lot of medical professionals will go to immediately, as the doctor did with us, from anxiety 
to one of the strongest drugs. There’s such a panoply of things to choose from that are 
nonpharmacologic. Is that the right word? You know what I mean, drug-free. Steph, I’ve used your 
techniques sitting at a stoplight. I’ve used the breathing colors in and out. Also, I want you to talk 
about the tennis ball. I’ve used the tennis ball. Talk about that technique. I did not do this sitting in 
the car. 

Stephanie:  Again, the tennis ball is so simple. Simply take a tennis ball or a water bottle, your keys, 
or even just use your hands. As long as you’re not driving as you’re listening to this, I’d love for you to 
do this with me. Put your hands together in front of your heart and then swing one out to the right. 
Bring them back together. Swing the other one out to the left, out to the right, out to the left. Keep 
coming back to the midline. This is crossing the midline of the body. The reason this is so effective is 
we’re activating both sides of the brain. Debbie, you know how devoted I am to my yoga practice. 

Debbie:  Yes, you are. 

Stephanie:  In our physical practice of yoga, we’re constantly falling out of balance and bringing 
ourselves back. When we activate both sides of our brain like this, we are emotionally able to fall out 
of balance and bring ourselves back. This is something that you can do so quickly anytime, anywhere. 
Again, I’m into simple. You can teach this to a small child. A funny but true story on this: For some 
reason, I was feeling really anxious the day that my son was graduating from high school, and I didn’t 
bring a tennis ball. I had a lacrosse ball, which is very heavy and thick, on the metal bleachers at the 
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high school stadium. I’m going back and forth, back and forth, thud, thud, thud. I’d go pick it up, go 
back up the steps, back and forth, back and forth, thud, thud, thud. 

Anxiety and Genetics 

Debbie:  Mary Lou Peters asks a wonderful question: “Is there any part of anxiety that’s genetic?” 
Have you looked into that? 

Stephanie:  Yes, and I would say definitely. I mentioned earlier that anxious parents have anxious 
kids. I used to say this jokingly, but I don’t say it jokingly anymore. I contracted anxiety from my 
mother in the womb. I used to joke about that, and yet, I’ve had so many experiences with client after 
client after client. Think about it. I spent nine months in this toxic, stressful, anxious environment. Of 
course, I was going to come out experiencing stress and anxiety. I think it also gets passed down 
generationally. Grandparents pass it down to their children, and they pass it down to their children. 

I would love to hope that we are at a point where maybe the pendulum is starting to swing the 
other way a little bit in that there’s a lot more talk. You have people like Lady Gaga, Prince Harry, 
Carson Daly and other public people talking about how they’ve struggled with this. So hopefully it is 
ending the stigma and we can stop this generational thing. You know I have a real strong place in my 
heart. We’re helping our children, teens and young adults with this because they’re struggling. They’re 
struggling with absolute crisis levels, and as I’ve said for years, we need to help our kids. 

TOMS Shoes and Bombas socks, for every pair of shoes and every pair of socks they sell, they 
donate a pair. So for every book that I sell, I have a charitable initiative that I donate a book to a 
school organization that teaches kids how to emotionally regulate because of adverse childhood 
experiences. So far, I’ve donated books to Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, who is a Woman on Fire. Maybe 
you want to have her as an interview sometime, Debbie. She was just named as the first California 
state surgeon general. 

Debbie:  Wow! 

Stephanie:  She is at the head of this adverse childhood experiences movement, so I donated books 
to her Center for Youth Wellness out in California. In my state of Connecticut, there is the Clifford 
Beers Clinic, and they, too, are at the forefront of this ACEs movement. So far, I’ve donated books to 
both of those organizations, and I will continue it because when we can teach our children how to 
emotionally regulate that whole ACEs thing, it changes the trajectory. I spoke with somebody 
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yesterday with a 12-year-old daughter who’s experiencing incredible anxiety. I said, “Mom, don’t 
worry. Let me work with her. We’ll change this, and she’ll go on to have a happy high school 
experience, a happy college experience.” When we can nip it when you’re young instead of waiting 
until you’re 82, it allows you to really live life. 

Debbie:  Right. Anybody who’s listening today, if you have someone that you want to help, the book 
is filled with these great strategies and is really helpful. Plus, you can easily help a child. 

Stephanie:  Yes, I love working with children, teens and young adults. I love working with women 
our age, too, but I just have this special place in my heart for the young. For some reason, this young 
boy is popping into my head, an eight-year-old boy I worked with. I don’t work in person anymore. 
It’s all online. The mother of this eight-year-old boy said she wanted to see if I could help because 
they were throwing around the alphabet soup at school with a diagnosis and wanting to get him on 
medication. She didn’t want that. He came in, and this boy was off the charts with his energy. He was 
in my chair. I had a special chair, and he was banging it back and forth. It’s flying up off the floor. I 
used some lemon essential oil, which is the oil of focus. This is what I told you to use with your cat, 
Wilber, rubbing from his eyebrows down to his nose. Remember, I said in the note that I sent you 
that’s how you hypnotize a chicken. You can look it up on YouTube and find funny videos. 

Debbie:  Yes, I know this. 

Stephanie:  So the boy was doing this with the lemon oil and just self-soothing. Within a matter of 
moments, he was curled up with a little stuffed dog he brought with him under the blanket, totally 
calm and peaceful. It was that simple. The mother was sitting on the couch with tears streaming down 
her face because she thought they were doomed for him to be on medication. Yet, we found a way to 
use essential oils for him to be able to self-soothe. This is a big piece of my mission is that we need to 
do the action. If we’re relying on something outside of us, maybe that helps, but it doesn’t empower 
us. When that eight-year-old boy realized he could change the way he was feeling, that was a game-
changer.  

Debbie:  Right. He had control. Wow, it is a game-changer that sets him up for life.  

I knew, Steph, that this would go so fast. As you all know, the book is Goodbye Anxiety, Hello 
Freedom. Before we let you go, Steph, what’s next for you? Who and what’s inspiring you right now? 

Stephanie:  First of all, you and Rob are at the top of my list of people I admire and respect and am 
so inspired by. I just can’t tell you enough how much you and Rob have given to those of us in Women 
on Fire. It’s been amazing. I’ve never had a Word of the Year before. I was kind of like that doesn’t 
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work for me. You know you gifted us with that beautiful Great Start guide, and that’s how Michael 
and I celebrate Christmas. From the first Christmas that we were just the two of us, that’s how we 
spend our Christmas day. 

This is my Year of Renewal and it really feels good. In the past, I didn’t have a Word of the 
Year because I felt like it was something I was trying to force. Now, this is no force. This is my Year of 
Renewal. It’s not about me and ego. It’s about I know that I was put here on this planet in this 
moment because of the incredibly stressful, anxious times we’re living in and that I can be no longer 
that lighthouse with the burned out bulb, Debbie. I am the lighthouse shining brightly to guide people 
around the shores of stress and anxiety so they can truly live the life that they want. 

Debbie:  Stephanie, how inspiring. I’m so proud for you and the people you are helping. It’s so great 
for me because now when I hear about somebody struggling, I just buy them your book or hand them 
your book or send them to you because you’ve really worked your magic with this. Thank you. It’s 
such a practical guide, and it’s so helpful and really very, very doable. Thank you for your work in this 
world, and thank you for being part of Women on Fire and all your generosity to all of us. 

Stephanie:  Thank you so much. I love you, Debbie Phillips. 

Debbie:  I love you, Stephanie Dalfonzo, and I will see you on the private Facebook page for Women 
on Fire. 

After Interview 

Debbie:  Hello, Women on Fire. It’s Debbie again and I have just interviewed Stephanie Dalfonzo on 
the topic of anxiety. I am in the studio here kicking back and I have with me, who listened in to the 
interview, one of our favorite Women on Fire members, Mary Lou Peters. Hi, Mary Lou. 

Mary Lou:  Hi, Debbie. 

Debbie:  Where do we find you? 

Mary Lou:  Today, I am in Sanibel, Florida. 

Debbie:  Oh, you rascal. 

Mary Lou:  I’m so sorry for those of you who are not! It’s wonderful and that’s a whole story of 
Women on Fire influence in itself. 

Debbie:  Ah, tell us about that. 
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Mary Lou:    The story of me being here? 

Debbie:  Yes. 

Mary Lou:  It came about as a result of coaching by Women on Fire Shannon McCaffery, who 
encouraged me to combine my love of teaching watercolor with my love of travel. So now I get to 
escape the cold of northern Michigan for eight weeks and teach classes down here. This year, I’m 
learning oil painting and just enjoying being in the fabulous art community that’s down here. 

Debbie:  Well, you have been so inspiring. I don’t think there is a woman that could possibly go on 
the private Women on Fire page on Facebook and not be inspired by your beautiful work. Thank you 
for the role model that you are for so many of us combining what you love and creating a lifestyle. 
Your work, Mary Lou, is so beautiful. 

Mary Lou:  Thank you, Debbie. 

Debbie:  You’re so welcome. You listened in to my interview with Stephanie, and so I have a couple 
questions. One, I want to know what stood out for you and, two, I want to know about your whole take 
and your role around anxiety. 

Mary Lou:  I didn’t consider myself an anxious person until I heard Stephanie’s interview, but she 
shared so many strategies that are so easy and quick. They’re in the book, and I am a big supporter of 
her book. I bought four copies when it first came out and then a couple more later just to give away. 
There are just so many strategies. Like she said, if one doesn’t work, try another one. There are many, 
many, many.  

The genetic question that I asked was a very big eyeopener. I suspected that, but I didn’t really 
think about it. Now, the more I do, the more I think it is genetic. Oh, my poor kids. 

Debbie:  I don’t think there’s a mother alive who doesn’t have a feeling of “Uh-oh, what did I do?” 

Mary Lou:  I’m sure you’re right. 

Debbie:  I think what’s especially interesting to the young Women on Fire listening who may want to 
have children is that anxious parents create anxious kids. That is helpful. In your own life, if you don’t 
mind sharing, was your own mother anxious? 

Mary Lou:  My mother died when I was 12, but I think she was. You know what? If you’re a parent, 
you’re anxious. If you’re a person, you’re anxious. I’m sure that she was. I don’t know if it was more 
than the usual. 

Debbie:  Stephanie’s talking about that ACEs quiz, which I hope we attach here to this interview, is 
really important to know. That might’ve been an eyeopener for you, hearing that anxiety gets created 
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if you lose a loved one before 18, or certainly even after, obviously. 

Mary Lou:  Yes, I’ve known that for a long time. One other thing that stood out for me in the 
interview, and I’ve known this about Stephanie, is how generous she is. I didn’t have any idea that she 
was giving away that many books. When I broke my ankle last spring, Stephanie took me under her 
wing and offered me a complimentary coaching session, where she talked about meditation and 
breathing and showed me tapping. It helped me get through the pain and anxiety of having that 
broken ankle. Then she encouraged me to paint something about how I was feeling. I thought, “Oh, 
yeah, that’s one more project that I don’t have time for.” But I ended up painting a very small painting 
each week of the process that I was going through with the feelings. It was amazing to see the progress 
through the process. Thank you, Stephanie, for encouraging me for that. 

Debbie:  Mary Lou, I waited each week for you to post your newest painting as you were going 
through the process. There were so many of us cheering you on because it was miraculous what that 
did. Stephanie is a brilliant coach. There’s no doubt about it. 

Mary Lou:  I put all those paintings up in my studio. They’re on Styrofoam takeout boxes that I was 
using because I wasn’t cooking at that time. So they’re temporary, just as my situation was then. 

Debbie:  Yes, and you healed! That was really amazing. 

Let me ask you this before we let you go. How did you get involved with Women on Fire? 

Mary Lou:  It’s a really long story, but I’ll shorten it. Mary Ellen Jones and I were at an author event 
together. She was pushing the first Women on Fire book. 

Debbie:  Right. She had a chapter in it on finding love way past 40. 

Mary Lou:  It was one of those things where there were about four people who showed up. There 
were many more authors than customers, so we talked a lot. She handed me her book and, of course, I 
felt like I had to buy it, and she felt like she had to buy mine and so we did. She talked to me about the 
retreat that was coming up in Traverse City with Andrea Dowding. I ended up going and the rest is 
history. I was hooked after that. 

Debbie:  I remember meeting you in Alpena, Michigan, right? That was the first time. 

Mary Lou:  Yes, that was a year later, I think. 

Debbie:  Yes, I remember at one point when you became a member, didn’t Mary Ellen say you said 
to her, “Oh, I think I’m too ...” Tell that story. I love it. 

Mary Lou:  That was the first time I met her. She talked and talked and talked about Women on 
Fire. She’s younger than I am and after I read the book, it was a lot of younger women. At that time, I 
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was approaching 60. I said to her a couple weeks later, “I think that I’m too old to be a Woman on 
Fire.” She didn’t say anything for a minute, but she said then, “That is ridiculous.” She was so right. 
Now I’m 73, and I’m thinking, “You know what? This is the peak of my life.” Then I think, “Wait a 
minute. No, it’s not. Next year is and the year after that and the year after that.” My word of the year 
last year was stretch, and I did in many, many, many different ways. This year, my word is 
unstoppable. It’s kind of a continuation of stretch. 

Debbie:  These and many, many more reasons are why you are revered in this circle of women and 
why we love you so much. Thank you for the beauty and gifts and the inspiration and the learning that 
we all experience with you. Thank you. 

Mary Lou:  Oh, that’s sweet. Thank you. 

Debbie:  Thank you, Mary Lou Peters. For anybody listening, go to maryloupeters.com, and I 
guarantee you will smile. It’s a beautiful site, and you can see Mary Lou’s gorgeous work. She even has 
a little store where you can buy cards and paintings and all kinds of stuff. Thank you. I love you from 
the bottom of my heart. I will hope to see you soon. 

Mary Lou:  Oh, thank you, Debbie. It’s been so much fun. 


