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Establishing and
maintaining healthy
personal boundaries

Personal boundaries can best be explained as the
physical and emotional limits we set to let others
know how we want to be treated. They allow us

to say what we mean instead of saying what we
think other people want us to say. To set personal
boundaries means to preserve our integrity, take
responsibility for who we are, and to take control
of our lives. When we let people know what they
can and cannot do around us, we also need to let
them know what we will or won't do if they don't
respect our boundaries. In simplest terms a personal
boundary helps us define where we end and others
begin.

This month we take a look at how we establish and
maintain healthy boundaries, and what happens
when we fail to establish and communicate what
these boundaries are. Having clear established
boundaries helps us enjoy healthy relationships
with the people we care about.

Having healthy boundaries requires that we recognize
our own emotions, needs, and values — as well as the
emotions, needs and values of others. Just as we would
want others to respect our boundaries, we should also
respect theirs.

We need to identify the behaviours we find
unacceptable, and let others know what those
behaviours are in a clear and firm manner, without being
aggressive. Then we must be willing to do whatever it
takes to enforce these boundaries.

Maintaining healthy personal boundaries requires
understanding that we not only have the right but the
duty to take responsibility for how we allow others to
treat us. In doing so we need to believe in ourselves
and trust that we know what is best for us, while
understanding that other people’s needs and feelings
are not more important than our own.

To ensure we maintain healthy boundaries, we need to
let others know when they have crossed a line, acted
inappropriately, or have been disrespectful in any way.

Once we have established our boundaries, we can expect
that some people will test them. If other people feel
they have something to lose, they may push even harder
until they realize that we do mean what we say.

If we feel our boundaries have been crossed we should
let the person know he or she has done so by preceding
statements with "l feel.” When we use these words, we
affirm that we have a right to our feelings and we take
responsibility for ourselves.

© 2011 Human Solutions™




A sure sign that we have unhealthy boundaries is if we continually feel
bad or guilty when saying “"no.” People generally have a hard time saying
no because they fear losing something such as approval, status, love, or
opportunities. We must always take an honest look at the situation.

We are not maintaining healthy boundaries when we continually ignore our
own discomfort, anger, anxiety, or fear so that someone else can be happy
and comfortable. When we dismiss our feelings in this way we soon begin
to feel increasingly stressed, guilty, angry, or resentful. Keep in mind it is
not necessary to explain or justify our requests unless we are asked and we
want to. Excuses weaken our power.

When we aren’t clear about what

our boundaries are or we don't let

others know if they are acting in
We do not have good boundaries when we go against our personal values or
rights in order to please others. For example, we allow someone to take as
much as he or she wants from us. Maintaining healthy boundaries requires
that we do not let someone 'guilt’ us into changing our minds.

ways that aren’t acceptable to us,
we can end up feeling hurt or used.
An example might be if our adult
child continually assumes we will

babysit our grandchildren without )
If we are “people-pleasers” — always wanting to accommodate everyone —

chances are we don'’t have healthy boundaries. We need to learn that it is
okay to be selfish sometimes, and to firmly say "no.” If we do say "yes” then
we must do so without resentment.

asking if we have other plans, and
we fail to communicate that this is
not acceptable.

Learning to establish and maintain

healthy boundaries takes thought
and practice. At first setting limits
is hard, but it does become easier

We have weaker boundaries if we accept advances or intimacies we don’t
want, or repeatedly refuse to see flaws or weaknesses in others. If this is
true for us, we need to look at our self-esteem and take steps to feel better

. . about ourselves.
with practice. Often we learn

about the value of having healthy
If there is a lack of equality and trust in our intimate relationships, it is

likely we have failed to establish healthy boundaries. Having a healthy
relationship with a partner requires sharing responsibilities and power, and
expecting reciprocity in the relationship.

boundaries through experiencing
the consequences of failing to
establish and communicate them

clearly. Here are some signs of
unhealthy boundaries, and tips on
how to improve the situation.

For more information, to book a counselling session, or
to access any of your EFAP services our Client Services

We want your questions,
comments, and suggestions.
E-mail us at:

Representatives are ready to speak with you 24 hours a
day, seven days a week, in English or French. All calls are
completely confidential.

1.800.663.1142 (Toll Free English)

1.866.398.9505 (Numéro sans frais - en francais)
1.888.384.1152 Hearing assistance (TTY)
604.689.1717 International (Call Collect)
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