
JAMES FITZGERALD THERAPY, PLLC 
James Fitzgerald, MS, NCC, LCMHC 

Strengthening Your Conscious Self © 2022 
Objectives & Interventions 

 
 

 
 

Therapy Program & Treatment Plan 
 

1 

BOUNDARIES 
 

Before we begin, I want to acknowledge the difficulty of setting boundaries in abusive and 
dangerous relationships. Please seek help from professionals and authorities if you are not feeling 
safe enough to establish, enforce, and maintain healthy boundaries. I also want to acknowledge the 
difficulty of leaving a relationship where you are dependent financially on another person. Please 
talk to me, or anyone, about getting the help and support you need to make these decisions. Now, 
let’s talk about boundaries. 

"Boundaries in relationships" refer to the limits or guidelines each person sets within a partnership, 
defining what behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable, essentially creating a space for personal 
autonomy while fostering mutual respect and healthy interactions within the relationship; these 
boundaries can encompass physical, emotional, and communication aspects, and should be openly 
discussed and respected by both partners to maintain a balanced dynamic.  

I tend to think of boundaries as actions or inaction you will or will not take, and have nothing to do 
with demanding other people do what you want them to do or stop doing things you don’t want them 
to do. For example, “if you continue to speak to me with an angry or condescending tone loudly, I 
will walk away from this conversation.” 

You might hear the word “boundaries” and imagine walls that separate you from other people. In a 
sense, that’s true. But boundaries aren’t necessarily a bad thing. In fact, they’re an important 
ingredient in adult relationships. They’re also a crucial part of maintaining your identity, mental 
health, and physical well-being.  

Boundaries can include restrictions on physical actions, such as asking a roommate or partner not 
to look through your phone or not to interrupt when you’re working from home. They can also be 
psychological, such as asking your spouse to accept that your goals and dreams may not always 
be the same as theirs. 

 

Key points about boundaries in relationships: 

Importance: 

Healthy boundaries are crucial for maintaining emotional well-being, preventing codependency, and 
ensuring each person feels safe and comfortable within the relationship. Healthy boundaries in 
relationships serve to: 

• Encourage autonomy and reduce unhealthy attachment patterns. 
• Set expectations when interacting with others. 
• Give you a sense of empowerment and self-respect. 
• Ensure your physical and emotional comfort. 
• Clarify individual responsibilities in a relationship. 
• Separate your wants, needs, thoughts, and feelings from those of others. 
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Examples of boundaries: 

• Personal space  
• Communication style (e.g., not tolerating verbal abuse)  
• Time management (e.g., setting limits on how much time is spent together)  
• Financial matters  
• Sexual intimacy  
• Sharing personal information  

 

Without healthy boundaries, your relationships can become toxic and unsatisfying and your well-
being can suffer. You might feel taken advantage of if a friend keeps asking for money, for example, 
or feel overwhelmed by stress if you feel the need to solve your partner’s emotional problems. Or if 
a parent continually invades your privacy, you’ll likely feel resentful. Similarly, if you continually 
ignore another person’s boundaries, you risk making them feel uncomfortable and damaging the 
relationship. 

Boundaries aren’t just necessary in your personal relationships, though. They’re also needed in the 
workplace, where coworkers or managers might monopolize your time or disregard your needs. 
Unhealthy boundaries at work can also follow you home and reduce the quality of your personal life. 

One study showed that when boundaries are blurred between personal life and work, people 
experience more emotional exhaustion and less happiness. On the other hand, setting boundaries, 
particularly when it comes to job duties, can lead to a greater sense of empowerment. 

Learning how to set and maintain healthy boundaries can change many aspects of your life, ranging 
from work to family relations to dating. It all starts with understanding the difference between 
healthy and unhealthy boundaries. 

Personal boundaries can come in many forms. However, not every relationship requires you to 
address every type of boundary. For example, you might need to set physical restrictions with a 
coworker but not financial ones. 

Physical boundaries help keep you comfortable and safe, not just when you’re dealing with 
strangers, but also when you’re interacting with those closest to you. For example, you might tell 
someone that you’d prefer handshakes instead of hugs. Or you could tell a friend that you need to 
take a rest during a lengthy bike ride. If a physical space belongs to you, you can set limitations 
around that as well. Perhaps you don’t want someone to intrude in your bedroom or clutter your 
office with their items. 

Sexual boundaries could involve anything from asking for consent before being physically intimate 
to checking in with your partner’s comfort level during sex. Even if you’ve been with your partner for 
years, you should make an ongoing habit of communicating your preferences. You might want to 
reassess limitations and expectations surrounding things like frequency of sex and contraception 
use. 
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Emotional boundaries ensure that others are respectful of your emotional well-being and internal 
comfort level. When setting an emotional boundary, you might say something like, “I don’t want to 
talk about this subject while I’m at work because I need to focus.” You might also use these barriers 
to prevent yourself from feeling overwhelmed by other people’s feelings. For example, you can 
acknowledge you’re not responsible for how another person reacts to your decision to turn them 
down for a second date. 

Material/financial boundaries extend to your belongings, such as money, clothing, car, or home. If 
you’re a charitable person, you might have a hard time saying “no” to people who want to borrow 
items. However, people may intentionally or unintentionally take advantage of your goodwill, and 
then you may notice your own resentment building. When setting a material restriction, you might 
say something like, “You can borrow my phone charger, but please put it back when you’re done” or 
“No, I can’t loan you money for new shoes.” 

Time boundaries allow you to focus on your priorities at work and in your personal life without 
feeling crowded by other people’s needs and wants. Imagine that you’ve had a stressful work week 
and want to spend the weekend recuperating. You might decline a party invite or set a limit on how 
long you’ll be there. Other time-related restrictions could include asking a friend to avoid calling you 
during work hours or asking a partner to delay an important conversation until a more convenient 
time. 

 

Boundaries aren’t etched in stone. You’ll need to adjust them as circumstances change and 
relationships grow. This can be especially true in long-term relationships. Communication is 
important as you reevaluate and revise your boundaries. You want the other person to be clear on 
the change and the reason behind it. 

 

Potential issues with boundaries: 

• Not setting boundaries: Can lead to feelings of being taken advantage of or resentment.  
• Unrealistic boundaries: Setting boundaries that are too rigid or inflexible can create 

tension in the relationship.  
• Not respecting boundaries: Ignoring or dismissing a partner's boundaries can be 

damaging to the relationship.  

Unhealthy boundaries often tend to be either too rigid or too porous. Healthy ones fall somewhere 
between these two extremes. 

Rigid boundaries keep other people at a distance, even loved ones. Maybe you refuse to talk 
about your emotions with your partner or rarely set aside time to meet with friends. 

Porous or weak boundaries develop when you have a hard time saying “no” to others. For 
example, you might be too willing to take on all the responsibilities in a relationship. Or maybe you 
tend to overshare when talking with strangers. 
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There are many reasons why people may consistently struggle with unhealthy boundaries, such as: 

Desire for control. Some people use boundaries to manipulate others. For example, a person 
might use rigid boundaries to stonewall conversations, refusing to engage with you until you do 
what they want. 

Fear of rejection. If you’re afraid of a romantic partner walking out of your life because of your 
flaws, you might hesitate to be emotionally open with them. 

Lack of experience with setting limitations. If you grew up surrounded by people who set poor 
personal boundaries, managing proper ones can be a challenge. You might think that invading other 
people’s personal space is normal because your parents and siblings regularly did it to you. 

People pleaser. If you’re too eager to please other people, you might allow them to do things that 
make you uncomfortable. Maybe you regularly overcommit to activities or agree to help people 
because you simply want to be loved and accepted. 

Low self-esteem. If you have low self-esteem, you might feel as if your needs and wants aren’t 
worth vocalizing, or that you don’t have an identity of your own. Instead, you prioritize what other 
people want. As a result, people fail to recognize your discomfort. 

 

Boundaries and enabling behavior 

When someone you love is dealing with addiction, you may need to shift your boundaries to avoid 
enabling their behavior. Enabling is when you shield someone from the consequences of their 
actions. For example, you might want to offer to pay their legal bills for a DUI or lie to other people 
to cover up evidence of a gambling or drug addiction. These kinds of actions may seem helpful in 
the moment, but you’re preventing your loved one from learning from their mistakes. 

Enabling isn’t limited to situations that involve addiction. It can happen in other mental health 
issues. For example, if your loved has social anxiety disorder, you may try to shield them from 
uncomfortable interactions by speaking up for them in pubic. The result is that they continue to rely 
on you instead of addressing the issue on their own. 

 

Effective Boundaries 

Setting boundaries effectively involves a thoughtful process of understanding personal needs, 
communicating them respectfully, and maintaining them consistently in relationships. This process 
is built on several important elements, including self-awareness, open communication, active 
listening, the use of “I” statements, and consistency. Let’s explore how each of these elements and 
how they work together to foster healthier, more respectful relationships. 
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Self-Awareness 

First, self-awareness forms the foundation of boundary-setting. When you take time to reflect on 
your emotions, physical sensations, and mental well-being, you begin to recognize areas where you 
feel uneasy, overextended, or disrespected. For instance, someone may notice they feel drained 
after spending excessive time with a friend who frequently shares personal problems without 
reciprocating support. Identifying this discomfort paves the way for establishing a boundary that 
protects emotional health. Researchers have suggested that self-reflection techniques, such as 
journaling or mindfulness practices, can help individuals develop a deeper sense of personal 
boundaries (Brown, 2015). Through self-awareness, the client not only identifies their needs and 
limitations but also becomes more confident in advocating for these requirements. 

 

Communication 

Open communication is the next critical step. Healthy relationships thrive when all parties clearly 
express their feelings, expectations, and limitations. It is important to approach boundary 
conversations in a respectful, assertive manner, rather than an aggressive or passive manner. By 
politely telling a family member, “I value your input, but I need some quiet time before discussing 
this further,” the individual demonstrates respect while also safeguarding their emotional and mental 
well-being. This style of communication, sometimes referred to as assertive communication, helps 
minimize misunderstandings and fosters mutual respect between individuals (Lerner, 1989). Clear 
boundaries can also serve as a roadmap for others, illustrating exactly how to be supportive while 
avoiding harm or tension. 

 

Active Listening 

Active listening ensures that boundary-setting is not a one-sided endeavor. Just as the individual 
wants to be heard, their partner, friend, or family member also deserves to share their own 
perspectives and limitations. When the client listens attentively to the other person’s needs, it 
promotes an environment of mutual understanding. Encouraging phrases like “I understand that you 
feel upset when...” helps validate the other person’s experience without giving up one’s own 
boundaries. This balance is essential in maintaining empathy and cooperation in a relationship, as 
studies in interpersonal communication show that feeling heard is one of the most vital components 
of emotional well-being (Rogers, 1959). Through active listening, both parties can find compromises 
and solutions that honor everyone’s comfort levels. 

 

I Statements 

The use of “I” statements adds another level of clarity and respect to any boundary-setting 
discussion. By saying “I feel upset when conversations become heated without a break,” the 
individual focuses on personal feelings rather than blaming the other person for causing distress. 
This approach helps reduce defensiveness and promotes more productive dialogue. Mental health 
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counselors and communication experts often emphasize that “I” statements foster responsibility for 
one’s own emotions and experiences, creating a space where conflicts can be addressed 
constructively (Gottman & Silver, 2015). Through careful wording and a calm demeanor, the 
individual demonstrates that they want to find solutions that benefit everyone involved. 

 

Consistency 

Finally, consistency is crucial. Once the individual identifies their boundaries and communicates 
them clearly, they need to uphold those boundaries. If lines get crossed and there is no follow-
through, it sends a mixed message that the boundary is optional or negotiable. Conversely, if 
someone repeatedly disregards the boundary, responding consistently with the agreed-upon 
consequences reinforces the seriousness of the request. This consistency shows others that the 
client’s boundaries are genuine, and it helps maintain healthier relationship dynamics over time 
(Cloud & Townsend, 1992). Repeatedly allowing boundary violations can lead to resentment and 
frustration, but consistent enforcement can strengthen trust, respect, and emotional safety. 

Altogether, setting boundaries effectively means cultivating self-awareness, engaging in open 
communication, practicing active listening, using clear “I” statements, and remaining consistent. 
When an individual practices these skills with empathy and mutual respect, their relationships can 
thrive on a foundation of honesty and support. Establishing healthy boundaries not only enhances 
personal well-being, it also creates a nurturing environment for others. Research in psychology and 
counseling underscores that respectful, clearly defined boundaries can be a transformative force for 
emotional and relational health (Brown, 2015; Cloud & Townsend, 1992). In honoring one’s own 
needs while also considering the needs of others, the client lays the groundwork for more 
harmonious and compassionate connections. 

 

Tips for setting boundaries in relationships 

While it’s usually best to start setting boundaries early on in a relationship, establishing healthy 
rules and limitations can help strengthen a relationship at any stage. 

In many cases, you may not even realize a certain restriction is needed until you get to know each 
other more. For example, it might take you some time to realize that a coworker is regularly 
distracting you while on the job or that a romantic interest seems too controlling. 

The following tips can help you establish boundaries if you are experiencing trouble communicating 
or connecting with a person in your life. 
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Know what you want in a relationship 

Whether the relationship is romantic or platonic, it’s hard to have your needs met if you don’t know 
what they are. Reflecting on your values and beliefs is a good place to start. 

Ask yourself questions like: 

What traits do I like to see in other relationships? What behaviors bother me? What qualities do I 
admire in others? What material items matter the most to me and why? How do I like to spend my 
time? What makes me feel fulfilled? 

By gaining a more thorough understanding of yourself, you can begin to imagine the types of 
boundaries you need. If you know that you value independence, you’ll likely want to set financial 
rules between you and a partner. If you value high productivity or privacy, you might set physical 
boundaries with coworkers who tend to wander into your workspace. 

Assessing how you feel with someone 

Thinking about how others make you feel can also help you identify necessary boundaries. After 
interacting with other people, reflect on your feelings by asking yourself questions. 

Did the other person make jokes or comments that made you feel disrespected? Did they do 
anything that made you physically uncomfortable or unsafe, such as raise their voice in anger? Did 
you feel pressured to do things that didn’t match your values? Did you feel overwhelmed by the 
person’s requests or expectations of you? Did you feel as if they were infringing on your sense of 
control or infantilizing you? 

A moment of reflection can help you decide whether you need to set limitations with the person in 
the future. 
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Talk to the person about your boundaries 

Knowing how to effectively communicate your needs to others is important. Rushed conversations, 
poor wording, and vague requests can make it harder for loved ones to understand and respect 
your ground rules. 

Consider timing. The best time to set a boundary with your partner is when you both feel relaxed 
and can focus on the conversation. If you’re mid-argument, try cooling down and circling back to the 
conversation once you’re both calm. 

Be prepared. Nervous about discussing your needs? Write your points down before the discussion 
so that you can speak clearly about your needs. 

Consider the delivery. Try to use “I” statements to convey how you feel. Avoid “you” statements, 
which can seem accusatory. For example, say, “I felt overwhelmed with the amount of work I had to 
take care of while you were away.” Expressing your emotions is a great way to start laying the 
groundwork for a relationship boundary. 

Be clear. A vague request, such as, “I’d like more personal space” may get the message across, 
but it’s better to be as clear as possible to avoid confusing the other person. Try, “I feel disrespected 
and uncomfortable when you come into my room unannounced. Please knock before entering.” A 
calm but firm tone lets the other person know you’re being serious but not disrespectful. 

Address feedback. Depending on the boundary, your partner may have questions for you. Know 
that you don’t need to justify your needs or explain yourself, but doing so may help the other person 
understand where you’re coming from. You might even ask follow-up questions to ensure the right 
message was conveyed. 

In healthy romantic relationships, it’s especially important to ask your partner how they feel about a 
request for a boundary, rather than guessing. Ask if it seems unfair or unusual to them. Or ask 
whether it conflicts with something they need or want. Each of you has your own thoughts and 
feelings, and each person is responsible for putting these sentiments into words to be understood. 

We often feel naturally inclined to care about how other people feel and react to our words and 
actions. However, you shouldn’t feel responsible for how the other person reacts to the boundary. 
For example, they might be upset that you’re asking for more “me time.” This could lead you to feel 
guilty or selfish. 

Remind yourself why you’re setting the restriction in the first place: You want some time alone to 
pursue your separate hobbies and avoid feeling emotionally crowded. Don’t feel you have to 
disregard your own needs. 
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Enforce boundaries 

Not everyone in your life is going to respect your boundaries all the time. A partner might 
accidentally cross one or difficult family members might do so intentionally. Restate your needs. It’s 
possible that the other person didn’t understand your original request or simply forgot it. Be calm, 
firm, and clear about what you need. 

Have clear and reasonable consequences for crossing a boundary. If someone has a habit of 
talking over you, for example, you could say, “I feel disrespected when you talk over me. If you do 
that again, I’ll have to end the conversation.” Only state consequences that you’re willing to enforce. 
If you aren’t willing to follow through on a consequence, the other person will feel empowered to 
overstep your boundaries in the future. For example, if you tell your partner that you’ll take a break 
from the relationship if they keep lying to you, it’s important to follow through on that. 

 

Learn how to respond when someone else sets a boundary 

You’re not the only one who can set boundaries in a relationship. When someone voices a 
restriction, you might feel a sense of shame or frustration. Perhaps you feel like you’re being 
reprimanded or “put in your place.” You may notice some negative emotions rushing to the surface 
as you try to immediately defend your actions. Keep in mind that you are not losing anything but 
gaining knowledge of what makes the person in your life feel safe and happy. 

Take time to breathe and listen. If you’re feeling upset, quick stress relief techniques, such as deep, 
slow breathing, can rapidly calm your nervous system’s “fight or flight” response. This makes it 
easier for you to receive information rather than prepare for an argument. Accept that the person 
setting the boundary knows what is best for them. If something truly doesn’t work for you, 
communicate your needs so that you can both reach a compromise. 

Remember that you both have your own way of processing and feeling emotions. Try not to assume 
what your partner needs before they say it out loud. Allow them space to voice their needs and 
wants. 

Apologize when necessary. You’re only human, and we all make mistakes. Maybe you accidentally 
overstepped a boundary by making an offensive joke or oversharing when you’d been asked not to. 
When someone reiterates the boundary, be humble enough to apologize for your mistake. Ask for 
clarity if you feel you need it. 

By learning to accept and acknowledge other people’s boundaries, you can start to think about how 
you can improve your own connections with others. Ultimately, effective boundaries can leave you 
both feeling empowered and result in a healthier, more satisfying relationship. 
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