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What are Personal Boundaries?

Personal boundaries are the limits and rules we set for ourselves within relationships. A
person with healthy boundaries can say “no” to others when they want to, but they are
also comfortable opening themselves up to intimacy and close relationships.

A person who always keeps others at a distance (whether emotionally, physically, or
otherwise) is said to have rigid boundaries. Alternatively, someone who tends to get too
involved with others has porous boundaries.

Common traits of rigid, porous, and healthy boundaries.

Rigid Boundaries

Porous Boundaries

Healthy Boundaries

Avoids intimacy and close
relationships.

Unlikely to ask for help.

Has few close
relationships.

Very protective of personal
information.

May seem detached, even
with romantic partners.

Keeps others at a distance
to avoid the possibility of
rejection.

Overshares personal
information.

Difficulty saying “no” to the
requests of others.

Overinvolved with others’
problems.

Dependent on the opinions
of others.

Accepting of abuse or
disrespect.

Fears rejection if they do
not comply with others.

Values own opinions.

Doesn't compromise values
for others.

Shares personal
information in an
appropriate way (does not
over or under share).

Knows personal wants and
needs, and can
communicate them.

Accepting when others say
“no” to them.

expression is encouraged.
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Most people have a mix of different boundary types. For example,
someone could have healthy boundaries at work, porous boundaries in
romantic relationships, and a mix of all three types with their family.

The appropriateness of boundaries depends heavily on setting. What'’s
appropriate to say when you'’re out with friends might not be appropriate
1 when you're at work.

Some cultures have very different expectations when it comes to
boundaries. For example, in some cultures it's considered wildly
inappropriate to express emotions publicly. In other cultures, emotional
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What are Personal Boundaries?

Types of Boundaries

Physical boundaries refer to personal space and physical touch. Healthy physical
boundaries include an awareness of what's appropriate, and what'’s not, in various
settings and types of relationships (hug, shake hands, or kiss?). Physical boundaries
may be violated if someone touches you when you don’t want them to, or when they
invade your personal space (for example, rummaging through your bedroom).

Intellectual boundaries refer to thoughts and ideas. Healthy intellectual boundaries
include respect for others’ ideas, and an awareness of appropriate discussion (should
we talk about the weather, or politics?). Intellectual boundaries are violated when
someone dismisses or belittles another person’s thoughts or ideas.

Emotional boundaries refer to a person’s feelings. Healthy emotional boundaries
include limitations on when to share, and when not to share, personal information. For
example, gradually sharing personal information during the development of a
relationship, as opposed to revealing everything to everyone. Emotional boundaries are
violated when someone criticizes, belittles, or invalidates another person’s feelings.

Sexual boundaries refer to the emotional, intellectual, and physical aspects of sexuality.
Healthy sexual boundaries involve mutual understanding and respect of limitations and
desires between sexual partners. Sexual boundaries can be violated with unwanted
sexual touch, pressure to engage in sexual acts, leering, or sexual comments.

Material boundaries refer to money and possessions. Healthy material boundaries
involve setting limits on what you will share, and with whom. For example, it may be
appropriate to lend a car to a family member, but probably not to someone you met this
morning. Material boundaries are violated when someone steals or damages another
person’s possessions, or when they pressure them to give or lend them their
possessions.

Time boundaries refer to how a person uses their time. To have healthy time
boundaries, a person must set aside enough time for each facet of their life such as
work, relationships, and hobbies. Time boundaries are violated when another person
demands too much of another’s time.
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SETTING AND MAINTAINING BOUNDARIES

When we have healthy personal boundaries, we can accept positive people and actions in
our lives, but protect ourselves from those that are harmful. In trying to protect our-
selves, we may have learned not to trust anyone or allow anyone to get close emotionally.
On the other hand, in our search for love and acceptance we may have made ourselves
too vulnerable and let others hurt us too easily. Healthy boundaries let us choose whom
to trust, how far to trust them, and what actions to accept from them. We also learn to
respect the boundaries of others in what we do or say to them.

1. List some people with whom you have difficulty setting or maintaining healthy
boundaries, along with situations where you have trouble with them, and what the
results have been.

Person Situation What Happens How You Are Affected

2. If there are people, situations, or actions about which you are able to set and main-
tain healthy boundaries, please list them here.

Person Situation Action or Behavior

3.  Why do you think you are able to set and maintain boundaries with the people, sit-
uations, or actions on the second list, but not with those on the first list?






EXERCISE VIII.B

4. How can you use the same methods that work with the second list for the people,
situations, or actions on the first list, or use other methods to get the same healthy
results?

5. What changes would you like to make in your boundaries to help you live a healthy
life?

6. What do you need to do to make these changes?

7. What will you do if others resist accepting your boundaries?

Be sure to bring this handout back to your next session with your therapist, and be
prepared to talk about your thoughts and feelings about the exercise.
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Drawing Effective Personal Boundaries

Clear and healthy boundaries are critical to living your vision and creating a fulfilling life. Both in your personal and
professional life, a lack of boundaries will pull you away from being your best. This quick guide will help you identify
key boundaries that may need your attention and will provide some practical tools to get you started thinking about
setting and maintaining the boundaries.

What are Boundaries?

Personal Boundaries are designed to protect and honor important parts of our lives. They are created to clarify what
are acceptable and unacceptable behaviors from others. Just as a fence protects and preserves our real property, so
should personal boundaries protect our personal selves.

Key Areas to Protect Using Boundaries

Just as we have property we preserve and protect with physical boundaries, there are several key areas of our lives
that should be protected by personal boundaries:

+ Your Time - In today’s world, time is an important and valuable asset. We often feel we never have enough
time to focus on what'’s really important in our lives yet time is often what we least protect through effective
boundaries. Do you have friends who drop by unexpectedly? Do you have co-workers or employees who
demand your time in unreasonable ways? Do you have tasks that could just as easily be completed by someone
else? These are examples of violators of our time boundaries.

« Your Emotions - Your emotions are where your love and caring come from. This should be well-protected.
Often, people in our lives may say or do hurtful things (often unintentional) that can damage our emotions and our
hearts. Has someone in your life made hurtful remarks or comments? Been thoughtless? These are examples
of violations of our emotional boundaries.

+ Your Energy - Your energy is the well-spring from which you function. This energy can come from many
sources; your “alone time”, your inner peace, activities that invigorate you, etc. When others do or say things that
rob you of this energy (such as invade your privacy, create turmoil, make unreasonable demands, keep you from
prayer, meditation, etc.), you are less likely to function effectively.

3

*

Your Personal Values or Other Areas of Importance to You - Anything in your life that is
important to you (such as your personal values, needs, family, etc.) can be areas that can benefit from effective
boundaries. What other areas of your life need boundaries?
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Ways to Create Your Personal Boundaries
There are a number of ways to create and honor boundaries that are important to you. Here are just a few examples:

= Be clear about the boundary to both yourself and others — Make sure you have been thoughtful about the
boundary issue and have defined for yourself and others what is acceptable and unacceptable.

= Once a boundary is crossed, remind the individual of your boundary and ask for his/her help in maintaining that
boundary.

= If the individual continues to violate the boundary, ask firmly and politely for the behavior to stop. If the behavior
continues, consider what further action is appropriate to stop the behavior. Remember that while you may be
firm, you should also remain respectful of the other individual.

= Identify ways to position yourself in a time and place that minimizes the opportunity for your boundaries to be
crossed.

= Thank those people around you who honor your boundaries and thank those who have honored your requests to
start observing your boundaries.

= Always seek to understand and honor the boundaries of others.

Understanding and Creating Your Personal Boundaries

In the space provided, list at least 5 boundaries (either from the key areas above or other areas in your life) that need
strengthening. In the space next to the boundary, identify a potential solution to that boundary issue. The solution
could be anything from having a conversation with the offender to removing yourself from the situation. You may
review the “Ways to Create Your Personal Boundaries” above for ideas. I'll “prime the pump” by providing you with a
couple of examples:

The boundary being crossed is... The action | will take is...

Example: A classmate has made a habit of telling me | plan to discuss the jokes and comments with my
Jokes that are racially or sexually degrading. These classmate and let him know how they make me feel. |
comments are at odds with my values and beliefs and are | will let him know that | would prefer not to hear those
causing me to dread being around him. types of jokes in the future.

Example: | need to complete a weekly report at work | plan to try to negotiate an arrangement with my
each Friday morning but am continually interrupted by manager that will enable me to work from home two
traffic in our office. This has caused me to miss a couple | hours each Friday morning so that | can complete the
of deadlines. report without distractions.

1.

2.

3.

4,

5.
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How to Create Healthy Boundaries

“An intimate relationship is one in which neither party silences, sacrifices, or betrays the self and each party expresses
strength and vulnerability, weakness and competence in a balanced way.” ~Harriet Lerner

Setting boundaries is essential if we want to be both physically and emotionally healthy.

Creating healthy boundaries is empowering. By recognizing the need to set and enforce limits, you protect your self-
esteem, maintain self-respect, and enjoy healthy relationships.

Unhealthy boundaries cause emotional pain that can lead to dependency, depression, anxiety, and even stress-induced
physical illness. A lack of boundaries is like leaving the door to your home unlocked: anyone, including unwelcome
guests, can enter at will. On the other hand, having too rigid boundaries can lead to isolation, like living in a locked-up
castle surrounded by a mote. No one can get in, and you can’t get out.

What Are Boundaries?

Boundaries are guidelines, rules or limits that a person creates to identify for themselves what are reasonable, safe and
permissible ways for other people to behave around them and how they will respond when someone steps outside
those limits. (outofthefog.net)

The easiest way to think about a boundary is a property line. We have all seen “No Trespassing” signs, which send a clear
message that if you violate that boundary, there will be a consequence. This type of boundary is easy to picture and
understand because you can see the sign and the border it protects. Personal boundaries can be harder to define
because the lines are invisible, can change, and are unique to each individual.

Personal boundaries, just like the “No Trespassing” sign, define where you end and others begin and are determined by
the amount of physical and emotional space you allow between yourself and others. Personal boundaries help you
decide what types of communication, behavior, and interaction are acceptable.

Why is it important to set boundaries?

. To practice self-care and self-respect

. To communicate your needs in a relationship

. To make time and space for positive interactions

. To set limits in a relationship in a way that is healthy

Physical Boundaries

Physical boundaries provide a barrier between you and an intruding force, like a Band-Aid protects a wound from
bacteria.

Physical boundaries include your body, sense of personal space, sexual orientation, and privacy. These boundaries are
expressed through clothing, shelter, noise tolerance, verbal instruction, and body language.

An example of physical boundary violation: a close talker. Your immediate and automatic reaction is to step back in
order to reset your personal space. By doing this, you send a non-verbal message that when this person stands so close
you feel an invasion of your personal space. If the person continues to move closer, you might verbally protect your
boundary by telling him/her to stop crowding you.





Other examples of physical boundary invasions are:

e |nappropriate touching, such as unwanted sexual advances.
e Looking through others’ personal files and emails.
o Not allowing others their personal space. (e.g., barging into your boss’s office without knocking)

Emotional and Intellectual Boundaries

These boundaries protect your sense of self-esteem and ability to separate your feelings from others’. When you have
weak emotional boundaries, it’s like getting caught in the midst of a hurricane with no protection. You expose yourself
to being greatly affected by others’ words, thoughts, and actions and end up feeling bruised, wounded, and battered.

These include beliefs, behaviors, choices, sense of responsibility, and your ability to be intimate with others.
Examples of emotional and intellectual boundary invasions are:

e Not knowing how to separate your feelings from your partner’s and allowing his/her mood to dictate your level
of happiness or sadness (a.k.a. codependency).

e Sacrificing your plans, dreams, and goals in order to please others.

e Not taking responsibility for yourself and blaming others for your problems.

Barriers to Boundary Setting

It seems obvious that no one would want his/her boundaries violated. So why do we allow it? Why do we NOT enforce
or uphold our boundaries?

e FEAR of rejection and, ultimately, abandonment.
e FEAR of confrontation.

e GUILT.

e We were not taught healthy boundaries.

e Safety Concerns

If you are dealing with someone who is physically dangerous or threatening to you, it may not be safe to
attempt to set explicit boundaries with them. If you are in this situation, it can be helpful to work with a
counselor, therapist or advocate to create a safety plan and boundary setting may be a part of this.

Assess the current state of your boundaries
HEALTHY BOUNDARIES allow you to:

e Have high self-esteem and self-respect.

e Share personal information gradually, in a mutually sharing and trusting relationship.

e Protect physical and emotional space from intrusion.

e Have an equal partnership where responsibility and power are shared.

e Be assertive. Confidently and truthfully say “yes” or “no” and be okay when others say “no” to you.

e Separate your needs, thoughts, feelings, and desires from others. Recognize that your boundaries and needs are
different from others.

e Empower yourself to make healthy choices and take responsibility for yourself.





UNHEALTHY BOUNDARIES are characterized by:

e Sharing too much too soon or, at the other end of the spectrum, closing yourself off and not expressing your
need and wants.

e Feeling responsible for others’ happiness.

e Inability to say “no” for fear of rejection or abandonment.

e Weak sense of your own identity. You base how you feel about yourself on how others treat you.

e Disempowerment. You allow others to make decisions for you; consequently, you feel powerless and do not
take responsibility for your own life.

Tips for Setting Healthy Boundaries
(Modified from the book, Boundaries: Where You End and | Begin by Anne Katherine)

When you identify the need to set a boundary, do it clearly, calmly, firmly, respectfully, and in as few words as possible.
Do not justify, get angry, or apologize for the boundary you are setting.

You are not responsible for the other person’s reaction to the boundary you are setting. You are only responsible for
communicating your boundary in a respectful manner. If it upset them, know it is their problem. Some people, especially
those accustomed to controlling, abusing, or manipulating you, might test you. Plan on it, expect it, but remain firm.
Remember, your behavior must match the boundaries you are setting. You cannot successfully establish a clear
boundary if you send mixed messages by apologizing.

At first, you will probably feel selfish, guilty, or embarrassed when you set a boundary. Do it anyway and remind yourself
you have a right to self-care. Setting boundaries takes practice and determination. Don’t let anxiety, fear or guilt prevent
you from taking care of yourself.

When you feel anger or resentment or find yourself whining or complaining, you probably need to set a boundary. Listen
to yourself, determine what you need to do or say, then communicate assertively.

Learning to set healthy boundaries takes time. It is a process. Set them in your own time frame, not when someone else
tells you.

Develop a support system of people who respect your right to set boundaries. Eliminate toxic persons from your life—
those who want to manipulate, abuse, and control you.

Adapted by the Violence Intervention and Prevention Center from PositivelyPositive.com, outofthefog.net and
Boundaries: Where You End and | Begin by Anne Katherine






Boundary Exploration

Think about a person, or a group of people, with whom you struggle to set healthy boundaries.
This could mean that your boundaries are too rigid (you keep this person at a distance), too
porous (you open up too much), or there’s some other problem that isn’t so easily labeled.

Who do you struggle to set healthy boundaries with? (e.g. “my husband” or “coworkers”)

In your relationship with the person you listed above, how are your boundaries in each of the
following categories? Add a check in the appropriate column for each boundary category.

Boundary Category Porous Rigid Healthy Other

Physical Boundaries

Intellectual Boundaries

Emotional Boundaries

Sexual Boundaries

Material Boundaries

Time Boundaries

Take a moment to imagine what it will be like when you begin to establish healthy boundaries
with this person. If your boundaries are too rigid, that might mean opening up. If they're porous,
it might mean setting limits and saying “no” when you don't want to do something.

What are some specific actions you can take to improve your boundaries?

How do you think the other person will respond to these changes?

How do you think your life will be different once you've established healthy boundaries?
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Sometimes, the people that it is the most difficult to set boundaries with are the people to whom you are the closest.
Even if your family is relatively happy and functional, there might still be members of that family that routinely cross the
line or that simply treat you in a way that you would prefer not to be treated. Many people will play the role of the
people pleaser with their families, but if there are members of your family that are being difficult and that are cutting
into your happiness, it’s time set boundaries for those difficult family members. Here are nine ways to do exactly that:

1. Understand that your needs are important.

Often, people will avoid building boundaries because they are afraid about hurting the other person, despite the fact
that the other person does not appear to grant them the same courtesy. This is especially true of difficult family
members, but it is important to keep in mind that your needs are just as important as that person’s needs. This is a kind
of manipulation, to make you feel as though you can’t set up boundaries because their needs are more important than
yours.

2. Seek out people who value you.

If there are members of your family that do genuinely value you, seek them out and use them to help you set
boundaries with the family members that don’t seem to value you. If there are not members of your family who can
help you with this, find people outside the circle of your family. Your friend group is a good place to start. You are
bound to have at least one friend that can help you start to build the boundaries that you need.

3. Be firm, but kind.

Setting boundaries doesn’t necessarily mean you have to be callous. In fact, when you build your boundaries with those
difficult family members, it can actually be more effective to do it with kindness. Anger or defensiveness will only rile
them up and cause them to lash out at you. Kindness, however, leads to a greater likelihood of a calm exchange.

4. Keep your expectations realistic.

For example, it is not realistic to agree to attend Thanksgiving at that family member’s house, when you know that they
are going to belittle you the entire time that you are there. Giving in and attending family events or actively seeking out
situations in which you and that person are together is the opposite of setting and keeping boundaries. Be realistic with
yourself about how much time feels tolerable to you with that difficult family member and in what situations you are
willing to see that person.

5. Be willing to walk away.

Something that most people forget is that if someone is being toxic, you do have the option to get up and leave the
situation. You might feel like you want to defend yourself, but if your difficult family members are experts at making you
look like the bad guy or making you feel bad for blowing up after the have been toxic to you for hours, the best thing to
do is simply leave. Just get up and go. You don’t have to explain yourself, you don’t have to apologize.

6. Keep in mind that you are in charge of what you do.

No one else can make you do or feel anything. You are in charge of whether or not you maintain your boundaries. For
example, say that you are at a family gathering and your difficult uncle says something derogatory about your job.
When you tell him to stop making fun of you, he says something about how you’ve never been good at taking a joke.
Right now, you have two choices. You can either pretend that everything is fine or you can say something like, “That
crosses the line. If you’re going to continue, I'm just going to leave.” This establishes what is and what is not okay and
puts the consequences of the action back on the difficult family member.





/. Be direct.

Dropping hints or being passive aggressive about your boundaries is the worst way to make sure that anyone
understands what they are, especially because many difficult family members are difficult expressly because they are
careless. Being very explicit about what is okay and what is not okay is the only way you can make sure that they
understand what your boundaries are.

8. Seek to take care of yourself.

When you take care of yourself, you are very willing to set up and stick to your boundaries. Self-care can help you
understand the importance of your own boundaries and can also help to motivate you to make sure your boundaries
are defined and that they are being observed. While putting yourself first all the time isn’t healthy, occasionally taking
the time to care about yourself first and foremost, especially when dealing with difficult family members is very
important.

9. Learn to be assertive.

Many difficult people get away with being difficult because no one stands up to them. Whether your father seems to
enjoy cutting you down or your cousins’ teasing often crosses a line and goes too far, simply being assertive and telling
people what you need and what you want can be enough to set the boundaries you need. If you are assertive, you
become someone that people do not trifle with, someone that is respected, rather than ridiculed. Stand up for yourself!
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Passive, Aggressive, and Assertive Communication

Passive Communication

During passive communication, a person prioritizes the needs, wants, and feelings of
others, even at their own expense. The person does not express their own needs, or
does not stand up for them. This can lead to being taken advantage of, even by well-
meaning people who are unaware of the passive communicator’'s needs and wants.

- Soft spoken / quiet - Poor eye contact / looks down or away
- Allows others to take advantage - Does not express one’s own needs or wants
- Prioritizes needs of others - Lack of confidence

Aggressive Communication

Through aggressive communication, a person expresses that only their own needs,
wants, and feelings matter. The other person is bullied, and their needs are ignored.

- Easily frustrated - Use of criticism, humiliation, and domination
- Speaks in a loud or overbearing way - Frequently interrupts or does not listen
- Unwilling to compromise - Disrespectful toward others

Assertive Communication

Assertive communication emphasizes the importance of both peoples’ needs. During
assertive communication, a person stands up for their own needs, wants, and feelings,
but also listens to and respects the needs of others. Assertive communication is
defined by confidence, and a willingness to compromise.

- Listens without interruption - Stands up for own rights
- Clearly states needs and wants - Confident tone / body language
- Willing to compromise - Good eye contact
Examples

Scenario | A friend asks to borrow your car. This will be a big inconvenience for you.

Passive | Umm, yeah, | guess that'’s fine. Do you need me to fill the tank?

Aggressive | No way! Why would | let you borrow my car? You're crazy to even ask.

Assertive | | need my car that day, but I'll have time to drop you off.
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Passive, Aggressive, and Assertive Communication

@ Practice

Your boss asks you to stay late, while everyone else leaves. You're always

Scenario :
the one who stays late, and tonight you have plans.

Passive

Aggressive

Assertive

Scenario | Your partner left a mess in the kitchen, and you're too busy to clean.

Passive

Aggressive

Assertive

Scenario | You're at a restaurant, and the server brought you the wrong dish.

Passive

Aggressive

Assertive

A friend showed up at your house uninvited. Usually you would be happy

Scenario . o )
to let them in, but this time you're busy.

Passive

Aggressive

Assertive
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Assertive Communication

Assertive Communication: A communication style in which a person stands up for
% their own needs and wants, while also taking into consideration the needs and
wants of others, without behaving passively or aggressively.

Traits of Assertive Communicators

e Clearly state needs and wants e Appropriate speaking volume
e Eye contact e Steady tone of voice
e Listens to others without interruption e Confident body language

Assertiveness Tips

Respect yourself. Your needs, wants, and rights are as important as anyone else’s. It's fine
to express what you want, so long as you are respectful toward the rights of others.

Express your thoughts and feelings calmly. Giving the silent treatment, yelling, threatening,
and shaming are all great examples of what not to do. Take responsibility for your emotions,
and express them in a calm and factual manner. Try starting sentences with “I feel..".

Plan what you're going to say. Know your wants and needs, and how you can express them,
before entering a conversation. Come up with specific sentences and words you can use.

Say “no” when you need to. You can't make everyone happy all the time. When you need to
say “no”, do so clearly, without lying about the reasons. Offer to help find another solution.

Examples of Assertive Communication

“I've been feeling frustrated about doing most of the chores around the house. | understand
that you're busy, but | need help. How can we make this work?”

The speaker takes responsibility for their feelings without blaming, and clearly describes their needs.

“I won't be able to take you to the airport on Friday. I've had a long week, and | want to rest.”

The speaker respects their own needs and wants by clearly saying “no”.

“I'm having a hard time sleeping when your music is on. What if you use headphones, or |
can help you move the speakers to another room.”

The speaker describes their needs, while also considering the needs and wants of the other person.
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Assertive Communication

@ Practice

Tip: Before responding, consider what your wants and needs might be in each situation.

Your Partner: “| know you have plans for the weekend, but | really need you to watch the
kids. | have a friend coming to town, and we made plans.”

Assertive Response:

Situation: You've just received your food at a restaurant, and it was prepared incorrectly.
Your sandwich seems to have extra mayo, instead of no mayo.

Assertive Statement:

\_
Your Friend: “Hey, can | borrow some money? | want to buy these shoes, but | left my
wallet at home. I'll pay you back soon, | swear. It won't be like last time.”
Assertive Response:

\_

( Situation: Your neighbor is adding an expansion to their house, and the crew starts
working, very loudly, at 5 AM. It has woken you up every day for a week.

Assertive Statement:
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Establishing Healthy Boundaries in Relationships

(Adapted by C. Leech from“ Tools for Coping with Life’s Stressors” from the Coping.org website)
Introduction

People with low self-esteem have their major difficulties in relationships with
others. This is because they are unable to establish healthy boundaries or limits
with people. The reason, for this inability, is that with low self-esteem comes a
variety of irrational thoughts, emotions and actions that leads people to lose
themselves in relationships with others. This absorption of self into others leads
to a loss of personal internal control. People with low self-esteem have a
weakened “internal locus of control” and become dependent on a “strong
external locus of control”. They become victims to being controlled by how
others think, feel about and act towards them. People with low self-esteem are
dependent on others’ approval and recognition and are therefore fearful of
rejection by and conflict with others.

How about your relationships?
How well are your physical, emotional, spiritual and intellectual boundaries
established and maintained in your relationships?
How successful are you in protecting and maintaining your boundaries
when your relationship partners are highly intrusive or persistent?
Do you use unhealthy, compulsive or addictive behaviors as a barrier or
unhealthy boundary to protect yourself from intimacy with your relationship
partners?
How well do you stay unhooked and detached when your relationship
partners are working you over to lower your boundaries in the
relationships?
When you consider trying to maintain healthy boundaries in your
relationships without the use of body weight, food, or some other
compulsive behaviors to protect and medicate you in the process, are you
scared?
Would you prefer to stay stuck on learning how to establish healthy
boundaries in your relationships?

If the answer is that you need to strengthen your boundaries with your
relationship partners to enrich or regain the health of your relationships then read
on.

To maintain health intimacy in your relationships, you will need to first identify
whether you have healthy intimacy in your current relationship(s) at this time.
That is, you have established healthy intellectual, emotional and physical
boundaries with your relationship partners.






Characteristics of a Healthy Intimate Relationship

The goal in an intimate relationship is:
To feel calm, centered and focused.
The intimacy needs to be safe, supportive, respectful, nonpunitive and
peaceful.
You feel taken care of, wanted, unconditionally accepted and loved just
for existing and being alive in a healthy intimate relationship.
You feel part of something and not alone in such a relationship.
You experience forgiving and being forgiven with little revenge or
reminding of past offenses.
You find yourself giving thanks for just being alive in this relationship.
A healthy intimate relationship has a sense of directedness with plan and
order.
You experience being free to be who you are rather than who you think
you need to be for the other.
This relationship makes you free from the “paralysis of analysis” needing
to analyze every minute detail of what goes on in it.
Has its priorities in order, with people’s feelings and process of the
relationship coming before things and money.
Encourages your personal growth and supports individuality.

Use the following questions with your relationship partner(s) to discuss the issue
of intimacy:

1. Does our relationship sound, look and feel like this description?

2. What factors impede our ability to have this kind of relationship?

3. Do we have good time together, but fail at being emotionally,
spiritually, and physically intimate?

4. Do we have an openly affectionate relationship with healthy
emotionally based communication or do we just do things together,
with no communication or affection giving?

. How important is it to you to have healthy intimacy in our
relationship?






10 Emotional Hooks in Relationships

Lack of Individual Identity

Scarcity Principle

Guilt

Inability to Differentiate Love from Sympathy

Helplessness and Neediness of Relationship Partners

Need to be Needed

Belief that “Time Will Make it Better”
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Belief that “It Must be All of My Fault that there a  re Problems in the
Relationship”

9.

Fear of Negative Outcomes for Relationship Partners

10.Idealism of Fantasy Thinking

1.

Lack of Individual Identity

Maybe you are hooked by the irrational belief that: “I am a nobody
without a somebody in my life.” If you are, you maintain no boundaries
with your relationship partners because you are very dependent in getting
your identity from being with your partners. You are willing to do whatever

it takes to make the relationships happen, even if you have to give your
healthy, money, security, identity, intelligence, spiritual beliefs, family,
country, job, community, friends, values, honor and self respect.

The rational message needed to establish healthy boundaries from this
hook is: “I am somebody, just by being who | am. | am OK just the way |
am, even if I do not have my relationship partners in my life. My value and
worth as a person is not dependent on having one or more significant
others in my life. Itis better for me to be on my own and healthy than to
be with my relationship partners and be sick emotionally, intellectually, or
physically. 1 will work diligently with my relationship partners to correct this
faulty thinking, which has made me too dependent. By being more my
own person, my relationships will flourish and grow healthier”.

. Scarcity Principle

Maybe you are hooked by the scarcity principle of feeling happiness:
“because the current status of our relationship is b etter than
anything we have ever had before” . This is a common problem for
people recovering from low self-esteem who have faced trials and
challenges in relationships in the past. The problem is that the current
status of your relationships might be better than what you have
experienced in the past, but they might not really be as healthy and
intimate as the intimate relationship described earlier. You may be so






happy with your relationship’s current functioning that you are willing to
give all of yourself intellectually, emotionally, and physically with no regard
for what you need to retain for yourself so that you do not lose your
identity in these relationships. For example, you may find that in your
relationships you have no time to do the “recovery or growth activities” of
maintaining contact with your support system, going to 12-Step meetings,
or reading recovery literature. If this is true, then your relationships may
not be supportive for your personal and spiritual growth. Your
relationships may not be healthy for you no matter how good they look or
how happy you are in them. If in your relationships you have no time,
energy or resources to put into your career, education or current job then
they are not healthy for you no matter how happy you are in them.

The rational message needed to establish healthy boundaries in this hook
is: “ 1 will focus on my needs, my identity, my individuality and my
personal integrity in my relationships. | will set aside my time, resources
and energy to give to my spouse, my children, my family, my friends, my
support system, my recovery program, my spirituality, my career, my
education and my community involvement while maintaining healthy
intimate relationships with my relationship partners. | will insist that | have
the time, resources and energy to focus on all aspects of my life in my
relationships. | will not become complacent in my relationships just
because there are no conflicts or crisis in them at the time. | will work with
my relationship partners to insure that the health of our relationships is
ever growing and increasing.”

. Guilt:

Maybe you are hooked by irrational guilt that you must think, feel and act
in ways to insure that your relationships are preserved, secured and
nurtured no matter what personal expense it takes out of you. You have a
problem of feeling over-responsible for the welfare of your partners and
cannot allow your partners to accept personal responsibility, to make
choices and live with the consequences of these choices. This irrational
guilt is a driving motivation to keep you tearing down your boundaries so
that you will always be available to your relationship partners at any time,
in any place, for whatever reason your partners “need” you.

The rational message needed to establish healthy boundaries from this
hook is: “My relationship partners and | are responsible for accepting
personal responsibility for our own lives and to accept the consequences
for the choices we make in taking care of our own lives. | am not
responsible for the outcomes, which result from the choices and decisions,
which my partners make. My partners and | are free to make our own
decisions with no one forcing us to make bad ones which will result in
negative consequences to ourselves if they should occur”.






4.

Inability to Differentiate Love from Sympathy

Maybe you are hooked by the inability to differentiate the difference
between love and sympathy or compassion for your relationship partner.
You find yourself feeling sorry for your relationship partners and the warm
feelings, which this generates makes you think that you are in love with
them. The bigger the problems your relationship partners have, the bigger
the “love” seems to you. Because the problems can get bigger and more
complex, they succeed in hooking you to lower your boundaries so that
you begin to give more and more of yourself to your “pitiable” partner out
of the “love” you feel.

The rational message need here to establish healthy boundaries is: “Itis
OK to have sympathy and compassion for my partner, but that does not
mean that | have to sacrifice my life to “save” or “rescue” my partner.
Sympathy and compassion are emotions | know well and | will work hard
to differentiate them from what love is. When | feel sympathy and
compassion for my partner, | will remind myself that it is not the same as
loving them. The ability to feel sympathy and compassion for another
human being is a nice quality of mine and | will be sure to use itin a
healthy and non-emotionally hooked way in the future in my relationships”.

. Helplessness and Neediness of Relationship Partners

Maybe you get hooked by the neediness and helplessness of your
partner. You find yourself hooked when your partner gets into self-pity,
“poor me” and “how tough life has been”. You find yourself weak when
your relationship partners demonstrates an inability to solve personal
problems. You find yourself wanting to teach and instruct, when your
partner demonstrates or admits ignorance of how to solve problems. You
find yourself hooked by verbal and non-verbal cues, which cry out to you
to “help” your partner even though your partner has the competence to
solve the problem on their own. You find yourself feeling warmth, caring,
and nurturing feelings, which help you tear down any shred of boundaries
you once had. These sad, weak, distraught, lost, confused and befuddled
waifs are so needy that you lose all concepts of space and time as you
begin to give and give and give. It feels so good.

The rational message needed here is: “No one is helpless without first
learning the advantages of being helpless. Helplessness is a learned
behavior, which is used to manipulate me to give of my resources, energy,
time, effort and money to fix. 1 am a good person if | do not try to fix and
take care of my partners when my partners are acting helpless. | cannot
establish healthy intimate relationships with my partners if | am trying to fix
or take care of them all of the time. | need to put more energy into fixing
and taking care of myself if | find myself being hooked by my partners’
helplessness”.






6. Need to be Needed:
Maybe you get hooked by the sense of being depended upon or needed
by your relationship partners. There is no reason to feel responsible for
your partners if they let you know that they are dependent upon and need
you for their life to be successful and fulfilled. This is over-dependency
and it is unhealthy. It is impossible to have healthy intimacy with over-
dependent people because there is no give and take. You get nothing in
return except the “good feelings” of doing something for your partners.
You get no real healthy nurturing; rather you feel the weight of your
relationships partners on your shoulders, neck, and back.

The rational message needed here to unhook is: “ It is unhealthy for me
to be so overly depended upon by my relationship partners who are
adults. There is a need for me to be clear what | am willing and not willing
to do for my partners. There is a need for my relationship partners to
become more independent from me so that | can maintain my own sense
of identity, worth, and personhood. It would be better for me to let go of
my need to be needed than to allow my partners to continue to have such
dependency on me. Giving of myself until there is nothing left to give is
unhealthy for me”.

. Belief that Time Will Make it Better:
Maybe you get hooked by the belief that “If | give it enough time things will
change to be the way | want them to be”. You have waited a long time to
have healthy intimate relationships, you rationalize: “Don’t give up on
them too soon”. Since you are not sure how to have them o how they feel,
you rationalize that maybe what the relationship needs is more time to
become more healthy and intimate. You find yourself giving more and
more of yourself and waiting longer and longer for something good to
happen and yet things never get better. What keeps hooking you are
those fleeting moments when the relationship approximates what you
would like it to be. These fleeting moments feel like centuries and they
are sufficient to keep you holding on.

The rational message needed to establish healthy boundaries is: “Itis
unhealthy for me to sacrifice large portions of my life, invested in
relationships that are not going anywhere. It if unhealthy for me to hold on
to the belief that things will change if they have not in 1 or more years. It
is OK for me to set limits in my relationships, such as: if in 3 months or 6
months things do not get to be intimately healthier then | am getting out of
them or we will need to seek professional help to work it out. It is OK for
me to put time demands on my relationships so that | do not waste away
my life waiting for something, which in all probability will never happen. It
is NOT OK for me to blow out of proportion those fleeting moments in my
relationships which make me believe that there is anything more in them
than there really is”.






8. Belief that "It Must Be ALL of My Fault that ther e are Problems in the
Relationship” :
Maybe you get hooked by the belief that: “If | change myself more things
will change to become more like | want them to be in my relationships”.
You rationalize that maybe the reason things are not getting healthier and
more intimate is because you need to change more to be the person your
partner wants you to be. You feel blamed and pointed out by your partner
as the reason why things are not healthier in the relationship. You find
yourself with a mounting list of expectations given to you by your partner.
You find yourself needing to change the ways you think, feel, act, dress,
talk, look, eat, work, cook, entertain, have fun, socialize, etc before you
will be “good enough” for your relationship to work. What keeps you
hooked is the affirmation and reinforcement you get from your partners
when you effect a small change. The only problem is that there is always
something else identified which needs to be changed; a never-ending loop
of needing to change.

The rational message needed is: “I have to be real to myself and be the
person | am rather than to be the person my partners want me to be. |is
not healthy for me to give up my personhood and identity to please my
partners just to maintain our relationships. | have a right to my own tastes,
likes and dislikes, personal style, beliefs, values, attitudes, etc. | am in
control of my own thinking, feelings and actions. | will not allow my
relationship partners to take control of my basic rights”.

Fear of Negative Outcomes of Relationship Partners:

Maybe you are hooked by the fear of the possible negative future outcome
if you are not deeply involved in taking care of and fixing your relationship
partners. You may be aware of the hooks that keep you boundary-less
with your partners. Yet you are afraid to LET GO of the control you have
with your partners for fear something very negative might happen to them.
May be you fear that your partners would become: homeless, hungry,
jobless, poor, lonely, scared, go to jail or worse yet die if you do not
continue to fix and take care of their needs. You are being emotionally
blackmailed and may even have heard threats of suicide if you say you
want to change or get out of the relationships the way they are.

The rational message needed here is: “l am only responsible for my life.
No one can make me responsible for my partner’s life. | can choose to
feel responsible for my partner’s life, but | cannot control or determine the
outcome of their life no matter how hard I try. | am powerless to control
other people, places, things and conditions. The only thing | can control is
my own thinking, feeling and actions. It is OK for me to expect my
partners to accept personal responsibility for their own lives. Itis OK to
require my relationship partners to accept the consequences for their own
actions, choices, and decisions”.






10. Idealism or Fantasy Thinking
Maybe you are hooked by the fantasy or ideal about how it is
supposed to be . You have an ideal, dream or image in your mind of how
relationships are supposed to be or how they should be and you have a
difficult time accepting them the way they really are. You work hard at
making your relationships approximate your idealized fantasy. You put a
great deal of time, energy and resources into making them become a
reality. Unfortunately, the more you give and give, the fantasy never
becomes a reality you are wishing for. You seem brainwashed into
believing that it is possible even though all of your efforts have not made it
happen, after years and years of effort on your part. You get hooked into
waiting for the “big pay off” down the road if you just stick with your
relationships.

The rational message needed here is: “I must accept reality the way it is
rather than how | want it to be. | will give my support system permission to
call me on it if | am hooked into fantasy relationships and lose myself in
them. | will work hard to stay reality based and keep myself from losing
my objectivity and contact with the way things really are. 1 am human and
subject to making mistakes and failing and | will forgive myself if | make a
mistake in my efforts to establish healthy intimate relationships with my
relationship partners. Once | give up the delusion that things are the way
they are supposed to be, I will work with my partners to try to correct the
problems in our relationships”.







Tips for Healthy Boundaries

Personal boundaries are the limits and rules we set for ourselves within relationships.
% A person with healthy boundaries can say “no” to others when they want to, but they
are also comfortable opening themselves up to intimacy and close relationships.

Know your limits.

Before becoming involved in a situation, know what'’s acceptable to you, and what isn't. It's best
to be as specific as possible, or you might be pulled into the trap of giving just a little bit more,
over and over, until you've given far too much.

Know your values.

Every person’s limits are different, and they’re often determined by their personal values. For
example, if you value family above all else, this might lead to stricter limits on how late you will
stay at work, away from family. Know what’'s most important to you, and protect it.

Listen to your emotions.

If you notice feelings of discomfort or resentment, don’t bury them. Try to understand what your
feelings are telling you. Resentment, for example, can often be traced to feelings of being taken
advantage of.

Have self-respect.

If you always give in to others, ask if you are showing as much respect to yourself as you show
to others. Boundaries that are too open might be due to misguided attempts to be liked by
elevating other people’'s needs above one’s own.

Have respect for others.

Be sure that your actions are not self-serving, at the expense of others. Interactions should not
be about winning, or taking as much as possible. Instead, consider what'’s fair to everyone, given
the setting and relationship. You might “win”, but at the cost of a relationship’s long-term health.

Be assertive.

When you know it's time to set a boundary, don't be shy. Say “no” respectfully, but without
ambiguity. If you can make a compromise while respecting your own boundaries, try it. This is a
good way to soften the “no”, while showing respect to everyone involved.

Consider the long view.

Some days you will give more than you take, and other days you will take more than you give. Be
willing to take a longer view of relationships, when appropriate. But if you're always the one
who's giving or taking, there might be a problem.
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